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On Learning to Teach Young Children
"Teaching young children is a
complex human activity. It is
never a straightforward occupation
or routine job without texture
and emotion. It requires the depth
of knowledge that develops
artistry within those who choose
this career. . . An artistry that
must be sanctioned by the
profession."
(J. McCarthy, "The content
of early childhood teacher
education programs," 1990)
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ABSTRACT
PRESCHOOL TEACHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF THE CONTENT
AND SOURCES OF THEIR TEACHING KNOWLEDGE
SEPTEMBER 1992
JANET F.

McLANAHAN,

M.A.,

B.S.,

TUFTS UNIVERSITY

THE JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY

Ed.D.,

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

Directed by:

Professor Patt Dodds

The purpose of the study was to examine preschool
teachers'

knowledge of teaching,

knowledge,

how they use this

and their perceptions of its origins.

The

participants were six preschool teachers employed during
their first two years after graduating with A.S.

degrees

in early childhood education from five different two-year
colleges.
This qualitative multi-case study used observations,
videotapes,

and in-depth interviews to collect data about

the experiences of the six teachers.
(Seidel,
data.

1988)

The Ethnograph

software program was employed to manage the

An adapted model of pedagogical content knowledge,

as described in the literature on teacher knowledge
(Shulman,

1986;

Grossman 1990),

was used to organize the

data along a learning-to-teach continuum,
the teacher socialization literature
Zeichner & Gore,
experiences,

1990).

as described in

(Feiman-Nemser,

1983;

This continuum begins with early

progresses through formal teacher education,

and continues throughout a teacher's career.

The major findings of the study indicate earlier
experiences provided the teachers with predispositions
toward particular curriculum content and interactional
styles.

Their conceptualization of what and how to teach

young children was developed and enriched during formal
teacher education with coursework contributing primarily
to curricular knowledge.

Practicum experiences,

including

opportunities to bring on-campus learnings into settings
for young children,
of

were a major source of the development

instructional strategies.

A combination of coursework

and direct experiences with children of varying ages and
in various contexts contributed to the teachers'
understanding of children.
from colleagues,
children"
1981)

overall

The teachers reported learning

trying things out,

and "just being with

as rich sources of practical knowledge

(Elbaz,

during their early years of professional experience.

Both explicit and implicit connections were made between
how knowledge was gained during these induction years and
the content and process of their formal teacher education
programs,

as well as with their prior experiences.

This study,

in contrast to previous studies of

preschool teachers,

provides descriptive data of the

substance and process of five early childhood teacher
education programs from the perspectives of their
graduates.

Insights were thus gained into the aspects of

the teacher preparation experiences the teachers found
have made valuable contributions to their present work.
•

•

•
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION

Introduction and Statement of the Problem
A current and major issue in the field of early
childhood education is the quality of the educational
experiences that preschool programs offer young children
and their families.
preschool,

(The terms early childhood education,

and early education will be used

interchangeably throughout this study to refer to group
settings intended for the education of children before the
first grade.)
(McLanahan,
behaviors,

A recent review of the literature

1989)

revealed that teachers'

guidance techniques,

therapeutic

and teaching strategies

are considered to be key indicators of quality in
preschool programs.
finding,
et al.,

In addition to confirming this

The National Child Care Staffing Study
1989)

(Whitebook

concluded that preschool teachers'

formal

education and specialized training were associated with
more effective teacher-child interactions and,

therefore,

with higher quality.
If the teacher has the impact on quality as
by these studies,

indicated

teacher educators need to consider how

their programs influence graduates'

conceptions of

teaching young children and how these conceptions
translate into what they do in their classrooms.
example,

For

are teacher education programs relevant? Do they

prepare teachers for the realities of the job? Which
aspects of these programs are the most useful?
There is a growing consensus that reform in teacher
education is needed to directly affect what teachers do in
the classroom.

Concern with the issue of restructuring

teacher education has been stimulated by the publication
of the Holmes Group

(1986),

Teaching as a Profession

Carnegie Forum Task Force on

(1986),

and National Commission

on Excellence in Teacher Education

(1985)

reports.

Although these reports were focused primarily on secondary
and elementary education,

they have drawn attention to the

impact that teacher preparation can have on the education
of children and the structure of schools.

Presently no

such commissioned reports exist concerning preschool
teacher education.
Recently,

the National Association for the Education

of Young Children

(NAEYC)

established the National

Institute for Early Childhood Professional Development
with funding from the Carnegie Corporation of New York.
The stated purpose of this

institute is to improve the

quality of early childhood programs by improving the
quality of the education and training designed to prepare
people who educate and care for young children from birth
to age eight.
Research on teacher education at all levels still
lacks a body of descriptive information derived from
follow-up studies on the actual content and process of
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educational programs that prepare teachers for their work
(Ayres,
Raths,

1987;
1985).

1980's,

Joels,

1985;

In 1981,

Katz et al.,

1981;

Katz

&

in a research agenda for the

Hall and Hord cited the content of teacher

education programs as a major topic area that needed to be
addressed during the decade.

They also identified the

teaching/learning process in these programs as a priority
research issue.
these issues

Limited efforts have been made to address

in the past decade and while the substance of

secondary and elementary teacher preparation programs
still under scrutiny,

is

little research of any kind has been

reported at the early childhood level

(Katz

& Goffin,

1990).
In a discussion of

"research horizons"

childhood teacher preparation,
(1990)

stress

in early

Ott and his associates

"the need for a body of teacher education

research focused specifically on early childhood educators
- on their preservice preparation and on sundry other
processes by which they learn to teach"
others,

(p.121).

They,

and

have reservations about using research on the

preparation of elementary and secondary teachers as a
reference for early childhood teacher preparation.
and Goffin
teachers

(1990)

Katz

agree that although the goal of all

is to teach children certain attitudes,

knowledge,

and skills,

there are certain unique aspects

related to the developmental characteristics of young
children and the philosophy of early childhood education
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that need to be considered in the preparation of early
childhood teachers.
In a review of research studies
relating preschool teachers'
educational backgrounds,
and/or type

(i.e.,

(McLanahan,

1989)

knowledge and skills to their

only the variables of the amount

child-related or not child-related)

of

education in which a teacher had participated were
considered.

The National Child Care Staffing Study

(1989)

lacks the same specificity in its references to formal and
specialized education and training.
teacher education at every level,

As with research in

the content of what

preschool teachers learn and the process of how they go
about learning it has remained virtually unexplored.
One way to determine what components of teacher
education programs contribute to teacher development is to
explore,

with recipients of this education,

the substance

of their teacher preparation programs along with other
factors they perceive as contributing to their learning to
teach,

and give them the

opportunity to make connections

between what they have learned,
it,

where they have learned

and what they do in their preschool classrooms.

This

was the goal of this study.
Purpose
The purpose of the dissertation was to explore
preschool teachers'

conceptions of children and teaching,

how these ideas translate into what and how they teach.
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and their perceptions of how these beliefs came about.

The

study addresses the following research questions:
1.

What are preschool teachers'

conceptions of teaching

young children?
2.

What are preschool teachers'

views of the content and

process of their preparation programs?
3.

What personal events and educational experiences have

helped to formulate preschool teachers'

beliefs and

influence what they do?
4.

What connections do they make between what they have

learned,

where and when they learned it,

and how they use

this knowledge?
Through detailed descriptions of teachers in their
classrooms

(based on observations),

and through direct

quotations from teachers concerning their experiences,
beliefs,

and thoughts

ended interviews),

(gathered through in-depth,

open-

this study has provided some insights

into what teachers perceive as the sources of knowledge
that have contributed to their development as teachers and
that now influence their actions and decisions in the
classroom.
Background and Rationale
This study is significant for the following reasons.
First,

it is important because of the current efforts

being made by professional organizations to advance the
status of early childhood educators.

The identification of

a common knowledge base for teachers of young children is
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one step toward this goal of professionalization.

By

sharing their perceptions of the sources of their
professional knowledge,

the participants in this study

have begun the process of informing early childhood
teacher educators as well as other professionals of the
significant experiences that have contributed,
continuing to contribute,

and are

to their growth and development

as teachers.
A second reason for its significance is its
uniqueness in regard to the population that was
investigated,

and the methods that were used to produce

the much needed data. Historically,

the subjects of

research in teacher education have been elementary and
secondary school teachers who are graduates of four-year
programs. The participants in this study are graduates of
two-year Early Childhood Education A.S.
who are teachers of two,

three,

four,

Degree Programs

and five year old

children in preschool settings.
Questionnaires have been the primary instrument used
in follow-up studies of teacher education programs.
Questions have been focused on "what” and "how many" as
opposed to the questions of where, when,

and how that are

the concern of qualitative research methods.

Teachers in

this study were observed and interviewed multiple times.
Videotapes of them teaching were used for stimulated
recall interviews to explore,

in depth,

their perceptions

of the content and process of their preparation programs
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and the connections they make between what they know,
where they have learned it,

and how they act on this

knowledge.
Previous follow-up studies relating preschool
teachers'

performance to their educational backgrounds

have been concerned mainly with data about what courses
teachers have taken and how many of them they have had
(Arnett,

1986;

Berk,

1985;

Roupp et al.,

(1979).

The

content and process of these courses have not been
explored.

The data from this study describe teachers'

reflections on their teacher preparation programs as well
as their perceptions of other events,

people,

and

experiences that have influenced their interactive styles
with children and the program and curriculum decisions
they make in their classrooms.

Thus,

an area in which

limited research exists has been expanded by this study.
A third and final reason for the importance of the
study is its relevance to two national educational issues:
a concern for the improvement of the quality of education
at all

levels and,

in relationship to this,

concern for

the relevance of teacher education to the realities of
teaching.
Limitations of the Study
The purpose of this study was to gain insight into
what preschool teachers perceive as their sources of
teaching knowledge.

The sample consisted of teachers of

young children between the ages of two and six years old.
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While every effort has been made to control the quality of
the research,

certain factors may be problematic in

applying these findings to other contexts.

This section

acknowledges potential limitations to assist readers in
determining the general trustworthiness and
transferability of this research to teachers

in similar

situations.
Participation in the study was limited to graduates
of two-year early childhood teacher education

(ECTE)

degree programs who had been teaching young children for
less than two years since their graduation.
"beginning" teachers,

who were all women,

These

were located

within a 125 mile radius of the Boston area.

The sample

size was limited to make multiple visits to each
participant possible and to allow collection of sufficient
data to provide an intensive,
teachers'

rich picture of these

experiences and viewpoints.

It is understood

that the criteria used for selection may limit the
applicability of some of the research findings to other
groups.

For example,

the results may not precisely fit

graduates of four year colleges,

teachers in later stages

of experience and professional development,

male teachers,

or teachers in other parts of the United States.
Personal and professional biases of the researcher as
an early childhood teacher educator are acknowledged and
were bracketed to revisit throughout the data collection
and analysis.

This identity as a teacher educator might
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also have affected the participants' responses to the
researcher as a college faculty person and therefore as an
evaluator of their work.

Efforts were made to reduce this

type of observer and interviewer reactivity by multiple
visits and interviews with each participant.
A semi-structured approach to interviewing was one
method of data gathering. Although efforts were made to
maintain a similarity across the cases,

the nature of the

project made it necessary to individualize the interviews
to a certain extent.

It was important to the study to have

each teacher construct their own views of their
experiences as they reflected on their beliefs and styles
of teaching as well as their sources.

This lack of

standardization is recognized as a possible limitation.
Organization of the Study
Chapter I of this study includes a description of the
problem,

the purpose of the study,

background,

rationale,

and a discussion of its

and limitations.

Chapter II uses a review of the literature to explain
the selection of the research questions and the rationale
behind the research design.
Chapter III describes the methodology used including
the selection of the sample and the use of the procedures
used to collect,

organize,

and analyze the data.

Chapter IV begins the analysis of the data by
presenting a group portrait of the six teachers which
includes descriptions of them in action,
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their personal

biographies related to their entry into teaching,
conceptions of teaching young children,

their

and a synopsis of

their overall views of their teacher education programs.
Chapter V continues the presentation of the results
by offering a cross-case analysis of the findings
regarding perceived sources of teaching knowledge namely,
early personal experiences,
education programs,

formal preservice teacher

and early inservice development.

Chapter VI provides the researcher's conclusions and
the implications of the study for teacher education
programs,

and areas that require further research.
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CHAPTER

II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The teacher socialization literature describes
learning to teach as a continual process that begins in
early childhood and continues throughout a teacher's
career; nevertheless,

limited inquiry has been made into

the content, process,

and timing of this knowledge

acquisition. The present study was designed to explore,
with six preschool teachers, what they have learned about
teaching and where and when they learned it.
This chapter reviews the literature in three areas
that are relevant to the study. The first section presents
the literature on teacher socialization as it relates to
the sources from which teachers derive their knowledge of
teaching. The second section describes two kinds of
teacher knowledge: pedagogical content knowledge

and

practical knowledge and includes a model of pedagogical
content knowledge that has been adapted to be used in this
study.

The third section presents a critical analysis of

the methodologies commonly used to evaluate teacher
education programs,

including a review of the research

that relates teacher knowledge to teacher performance,
specifically in preschool settings.
Learning to Teach
Earlier research on learning to teach involved
identifying clusters of effective teaching behaviors
(teacher "effectiveness” was measured by student

achievement on standardized tests)

and translating them

into knowledge and skills teachers could learn in their
preparation programs
More recently,

(Brophy,

1979; Brophy & Good,

1986).

circumstances and sources from which

teachers learn to do their work have come to include far
more than formal teacher education programs.
A broad view of learning to teach and learning about
teaching is found in the teacher socialization literature
and includes life experiences beginning in early childhood
and continuing throughout a teacher's career
Nemser,

1983; Liston & Zeichner,

Zeichner & Gore,

(Feiman-

1991; Lortie,

1975;

1990). The goals of the research on

teacher socialization are to improve our understanding of
the ways in which teachers gain their teaching knowledge
and the factors that affect the ways teachers learn.
There are both formal and informal ways teachers
learn to teach and all these influences should be
considered.

Feiman-Nemser

(1983)

teach continuum into four phases:
phase

(early influences);

preparation);

(c)

experiences); and

(b)

organizes the learning to
(a)

the preservice phase

the induction phase
(d)

the pretraining

(early professional

the inservice phase

of a teacher's career).

(formal

(the remainder

(The fourth phase is beyond the

purview of this study and therefore not considered here.)
Although these phases are arranged chronologically,
one influences the others. They are interactive and
overlapping as a teacher's development unfolds.

12

each

The Pretraining Phase;

Early Personal Experiences

The pretraining phase of learning to teach begins at
birth.

Infants and children are taught many things by both

their parents and teachers and learn many things on their
own.

Several theories explain how potential teachers

acquire knowledge about teaching during their early years.
Evolutionary Theory. One influence of biography is an
"evolutionary” theory as proposed by Stephens
in Feiman-Nemser,

1983)

(1967,

cited

which says that human beings

survive because we are naturally programmed for correcting
each other,

sharing information with each other,

each other what is right and what is wrong,
answers.

telling

and giving

From birth children learn not only what they are

told but they also learn how to be teachers.

Observation

of young children playing roles while engaged in dramatic
play or older children playing games illustrates how they
learn to instruct each other as their parents and teachers
do. A combination of these natural tendencies to teach
with the strong desire to become a teacher is very
powerful,

some researchers believe too powerful for formal

teacher preparation to overcome
Tabachnick,

(Lortie,

1975;

Zeichner &

1981.

The Apprenticeship of Observation.
apprenticeship of observation

(Lortie,

The theory of the
1975)

contends that

because all teachers spend a large part of their younger
lives as students, they learn about teaching from watching
their teachers at work. Unlike other occupations, we have
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all been exposed to a view of the day-to-day, year-to-year
inner workings of a classroom. Through observation,
students are impressed by certain things teachers do.
These models of teaching become internalized and emerge
later when the students themselves become teachers.
concludes:

Lortie

"What students learn about teaching is

intuitive and imitative,
analytical,

rather than explicit and

it is based on personalities rather than

pedagogical principles'*

(p.62). Lortie argues this

phenomenon of the "apprenticeship of observation" is a
powerful influence that is difficult for teacher education
programs to change.
More recent studies of teacher socialization suggest
that aspects of school biography affect both students'
views of themselves as teachers and their approaches to
their teacher education programs

(Crow & Kauchak,

1988).

In a quasi-experimental case study of two students
enrolled in the same teacher preparation program,
whom had been schooled in very different cultures,

each of
it was

discovered their differing backgrounds had significant
impact on their images of themselves as teachers and how
they approach their teacher education programs. Although
this study supports Lortie's

(1975)

view that school

biography plays an important role in the socialization of
teachers,

Crow and Kauchak (1988)

tend to take a more

interactive view of the socialization process and along
with other recent researchers
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(Tabachnick & Zeichner,

1984;

Zeichner and Gore,

1990,)

believe that what teachers

bring to teacher education gives direction to their
socialization but the effects their early experiences do
not totally determine the outcome.
Psychoanalytic Theory. This viewpoint suggests that
how teachers are socialized depends on the quality of
early relationships they have had with people such as
their parents and their teachers. The quality of these
relationships,

it is believed,

influences all subsequent

relationships.

Early childhood experiences with other

important people also influence the kind of teachers
education students become. According to this
psychoanalytic explanation of learning to teach, when a
person becomes a teacher, he/she is,
consciously or subconsciously,

in a sense,

either

identifying with the

important person or people in his/her childhood and,
therefore,

taking on the characteristics of this person.

Early experiences cannot be discounted as an
integrant

of teachers' acquisition of teaching knowledge.

They formulate predispositions that later cause teachers
to accept or reject certain aspects of their formal
teacher education programs.
(1989)

Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann

emphasize that the characteristics and beliefs that

future teachers bring to their formal teacher education
experiences shape what they learn:
Prospective teachers are not blank slates; they
come to their professional studies with ideas
and commitments that are likely to affect their
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learning to teach...they already have ideas
about teaching and the teacher's role, as well
as beliefs about children and how they learn.
They have varying degrees of subject matter
knowledge and often believe that they know what
they need in order to begin teaching... Thus
learning outcomes in teacher education are a
function of both what programs offer and what
people bring, (p.368)
The evolutionary, psychoanalytic,

and observational

explanations of early teacher socialization experiences
stress the irreversible impact personal biography has on
teacher development. While current researchers agree the
impact of personal biography is strong and should not be
discounted when studying and educating teachers,

they also

believe it is possible for it to be molded and mitigated
by later experience
Zeichner and Gore,

(e.g..

Crow,

1991; Bullough,

1990;

1990).

There is also growing consensus that the teacher
socialization process involves continuous interaction
between the teacher and the contexts in which she/he
learns to teach

(Zeichner,

1987). This view characterizes

the teacher as an active participant in the learning-toteach process rather than a passive receiver of knowledge
about teaching who perpetuates the status quo in
classrooms. Research documenting this view is limited but
growing

(Zeichner & Gore,

1990). The present study is

designed to give some insight into the involvement
teachers have in their own learning.
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The Preservice Phase;

Formal Teacher Education

The process of formal teacher education is referred
to as the "preservice phase" of learning to teach.

Formal

teacher education programs are defined as "a set of
phenomena deliberately intended to help candidates acquire
the knowledge,

skills,

occupation of teaching"

dispositions,

and norms of the

(Katz & Raths,

1985,

p.9).

Four-

year teacher preparation programs typically have three
components:

a general education course component,

subject matter major

(an art or a science),

professional studies component.
childhood teacher education

a

and a

In two-year early

(ECTE)

programs,

early

childhood education is the subject matter as it is
difficult to separate process from content when teaching
young children. Knowledge about children,

curriculum,

and

pedagogy are merged and taught in an integrated fashion as
it is believed that teachers cannot learn to teach
children in integrated ways when content is separated from
process in their training

(Katz & Goffin,

1990).

The professional studies component of teacher
education programs,

comprised of campus-based courses and

field experiences, will be the focus of this segment of
the literature review as it is the most directly related
to the socialization of early childhood teachers.
Courses and Learning to Teach.

Courses are the most

formalized component of teacher preparation programs and
should provide useful teaching knowledge.
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In four year

programs,

foundations courses are generally based on

disciplines that are relevant to practice such as
psychology,

sociology,

and philosophy. Methods courses are

about approaches to teaching various school subjects.
Subject major courses are concerned with content matter
knowledge such as math or science.
Two themes emerge from the research on coursework in
teacher education programs:

(a)

program graduates do not

perceive courses to be as useful as student teaching as
preparation for teaching; and

(b)

little is actually known

about what goes on inside courses.

Data gathered from

teachers in preparation and graduates of four year teacher
education programs indicate coursework does not play a
very important role in learning how to teach
Raths,

1985; Lanier & Little,

1986).

(e.g. Katz &

Follow-up studies

used to evaluate teacher education programs show graduates
perceive courses as the least useful part of their
preparation

(Joels,

1985; Fotui,

1986).

Based on concern about teachers reporting how little
their teacher education courses contribute to their
teaching knowledge,
(1988)

Grossman and Richert conducted a study

using intensive,

in-depth interviews to determine

if this were indeed true.

Six novice teachers were

observed and interviewed about the sources of their
knowledge and their beliefs about teaching.

In contrast to

previous studies on the effectiveness of coursework,

the

teachers reported curriculum courses provided them with
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the conceptual knowledge of the subject matter they needed
to teach it to students. The data collection methods used
in this study enabled the researchers to gather
descriptive information from their participants.
The second theme from the literature on coursework,
the lack of descriptions of the substance of teacher
preparation programs, has been an ongoing research issue
(Saranson,

Davidson,

& Blatt,

1986). As indicated in

Chapter I,

the exploration of the content and process of

teacher education programs was listed as a high priority
at the beginning of the 1980's

(Hall & Hord,

1981).

Little

attempt has been made to get beyond titles and catalog
course descriptions in research on teacher education
programs
(1988)

(see Thompson,

1987). The Grossman & Richert

study provided opportunity for its participants to

discuss course content,
conducted by Grossman

as does more recent research

(1990)

in connection with the

Knowledge Growth in Teaching Project at Stanford
University.

In talking about useful knowledge gained from

various aspects of their teacher education programs,

the

content of coursework is described as contributing to
teachers' knowledge and skills.
To assess the quality of teacher education,

the field

of early childhood needs its own body of research
knowledge about how teachers learn to teach
Zeichner,
Goffin,

& Price,

1990; Phillips & Howes,

(Ott,
1987; Katz &

1990). The present study responds to the need for
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inquiry into the content of teacher preparation courses
and their impact on beginning preschool teachers.
Field Experiences and Learning to Teach.

Field

experiences are situations in which students are in direct
contact with children in educational settings for the
purpose of learning something about teaching.

Early field

experiences typically start with observations of
individual or small groups of children.
experiences
practica,

During later field

(also referred to as practicum experiences,

or student teaching),

students usually begin

with working with individual or small groups of children
with the experience culminating in taking over the
classroom for a period of time.
Student teaching is often identified as the most
valuable aspect of teacher education programs
1986;

Joels,

1986;

Lortie,

Grossman & Richert,

1988).

1975;

(e.g.

Feiman-Nemser,

Fotui,

1983;

Many assume student teaching is

the ultimate learning experience,

yet the literature on

field experiences is no more explicit than that on courses
in terms of content.

It does not identify what students

learn about teaching from practicum experiences
1986a,

1986b).

(Zeichner,

No research studies are reported that

explore the content and process of practicum experiences
and related courses in ECTE programs

(Spodek and Saracho,

1990).
The issue of the lack of content or "knowledge base"
and its relationship to the socializing impact of student
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teaching is mentioned frequently in the literature
(Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann,
McIntyre,

1990;

For example,

Zeichner,

Zeichner

1983; Griffin,

1985;

(1985),

1983; Guyton &

Zeichner & Gore,

1990).

in a review of research on

field experiences and teacher development,

found none of

the 20 programs studied had clearly stated purposes,
structure,

or curriculum,

and the content of student

teaching programs was essentially undefined.
McIntyre

(1990),

Guyton and

in a more current research review, point

out the lack of a theoretical base for field experiences.
Although student teaching is the most widely
accepted component of teacher preparation, it is
criticized for lacking a theoretical and
conceptual framework, for lacking commonly
espoused goals, and for not fulfilling its
potential. Nowhere is this contradiction more
evident than in the curriculum and organization
of student teaching and school experience
programs” (p.515).
Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann

(1983),

in their

description of the "pitfalls” of experience in teacher
preparation,

begin their exploration of the role of

student teaching in learning to teach by stating that
typically the content and process of field experiences are
the experiences themselves and therefore have no goals or
structure. Griffin

(1986),

in his review of issues in

student teaching, points out the lack of knowledge base
that supports student teaching and contends that its
primary content remains "situation specific phenomena
found in individual classrooms”
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(p.266).

From the literature it would appear the majority of
practica are teaching teachers-to-be how to behave and not
how to think about their work. The lens through which
cooperating teachers in placement settings view field
experiences has been cited as an obstacle to students
learning how to teach
example,

(Zeichner & Gore,

1990).

For

the role of student teaching in the socialization

of teachers is questionable when students are placed in
the apprenticeship role and expected to only observe and
perform assigned tasks

(Zeichner,

1986b).

Student teachers

left on their own to learn how to teach are not likely to
learn anything new about teaching
Buchmann,

1986,

1987).

(Feiman-Nemser &

Cooperating teachers who believe

student teachers should be "thrown in" and left to their
own resources to "sink or swim" had student teachers who
modelled cooperating teachers deliberately but had no idea
of why certain actions were good or useful
1988).

In these situations,

(Calderhead,

student teachers do not have

access to teachers' thoughts,

they only have access to

their behaviors.
Research suggests if student teachers learn the
technical skills that help them get through the day in a
reasonably organized fashion while keeping children busy,
they and their teacher educators feel they are prepared to
be teachers. This could explain why student teaching is
perceived as the most useful component of their teacher
education programs.

Feiman-Nemser
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(1983)

warns against the

dangers of this common belief.

She suggests that if

student teaching were viewed as opportunities for
"teaching-to-learn" rather than for "learning-to-teach,"
teacher education programs would be helping to develop
beginning competence and lay the groundwork for teachers
to continue learning on their own.
The lack of connections between what teacher
education programs communicate to students about teaching
and what schools expect of teachers is another obstacle to
student learning identified in the literature.
Nemser and Buchmann (1983)

Feiman-

call this the "two-worlds

pitfall.” What is valued on campus is different than what
is rewarded in schools.

Zeichner

(1986b)

refers to this

phenomenon as a contrast between "teacher as decision
maker," a goal of most teacher education programs,

and

"the teacher as technician," the role teachers take on in
the public schools out of necessity. He contends that
until teachers are encouraged to take more initiative in
designing their own work, teacher education and the
practicum are going to be limited in helping students
learn to teach.
Goodman

(1984),

in a study designed to explore the

connections between field based and college experiences,
found that initially students were encouraged to take an
active role in curriculum planning by their college
instructors.

In the classroom, teachers expected them to

carry out their curriculum using the format of the public
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school.

Because college instructors did not encourage

students to question this procedure,
the "teacher as technician" role.

students fell into

They taught what they

were told to teach and used many of the same techniques as
their cooperating teachers. Goodman concluded from this
study:
Rather than learning to be crafts people who are
able to develop curriculum and who creatively
use materials, personal skills, and innovative
resources in planning and implementing learning
activities, these students were, for the most
part, being trained as educational
"technicians." (p.14)
The conflict between teachers' positive reports about
the value of their field experiences and the negative
reports of researchers about what is not learned presents
an interesting dichotomization.

Since field experiences

are a major component of ECTE programs and much time and
energy are invested in them,
teachers learn from them.

it is important to know what

If they are deemed as valuable

by teachers, we need to know what they take away from
these experiences. The present study examines the meaning
of field experiences for six preschool teachers through an
exploration of their contributions to learning about
teaching.
Currently attempts are being made to find out more
about the substance of secondary teacher preparation
programs. Analyzing what takes place in courses and field
experiences that contribute to teachers learning about
teaching is a major goal of the Growth in Teacher
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Knowledge Project at Stanford University,

and the agenda

of the National Center for Research in Teacher Education
at Michigan State
interviewing,

(1988).

observation,

Longitudinal studies using
and document review techniques

are providing teachers with opportunities to describe the
sources of teaching knowledge derived from their formal
teacher education programs. Although only the formal
preparation segment of the learning to teach continuum is
the focus,

these studies are providing much needed

information on the process and content of teacher
education programs. The present study provides similar
information as it relates to ECTE and teaching in
preschool programs.
The Induction Phase:

Learning From Teaching

Teachers come to their first year on the job with
knowledge gained from their teacher education programs and
knowledge resulting from their earlier experiences in
their families and schools

(Ball & McDiarmid,

1990). Just

as learning to teach does not begin with formal teacher
education,

so it does not end when it is completed. The

literature on learning to teach from experience is
relevant to the present study of the connections teachers
make between what they have learned, where and when they
have learned it,

and how they use this knowledge.

The first year of teaching after formal teacher
education is reported in the literature,
teachers,

and by beginning

as being a most stressful time filled with
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problems and uncertainties
Veenman,

(Bullough,

1989; Kohl,

1984;

1984). When teachers begin their first job,

they

quickly discover the difference between student teaching
and the "real” thing.

In the typical student teaching

situation classroom routines are already established,

an

experienced person is there to give support and attention,
and a curriculum exists that the student teacher can draw
on.

These conditions are not present in the beginning

teacher's classroom.
Lortie

(1975)

describes how the plight of the

beginning teacher differs from starting out in other
professions.

In the classical form of apprenticeship,

beginners in other professions get help from other workers
and begin with simple tasks and graduate to the more
complex.

In contrast,

beginning teachers are on their own,

from their first day on the job,

to perform the same tasks

as experienced teachers.
Limited support,
the time,

being physically isolated much of

and taking on the complete job of running a

classroom cause much stress and anxiety in beginning
teachers

(Bullough,

much all at once,

1989).

Because they have to learn so

it is difficult for them to be

reflective and to make thoughtful decisions on the job.
They have to figure out many things on their own so
teaching becomes a "private ordeal." About his first weeks
as a teacher, Herbert Kohl said,
lonely and isolated,

"Those days I felt so

and occasionally I would find myself
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hitting myself in the head with frustration and watching
clocks all the time”

(1984,

p.20).

Several investigators have used research evidence to
identify developmental stages teachers go through as they
gain experience in teaching
Bown,

1975; Katz,

1972).

(Berliner,

1988; Fuller and

In stage theories,

stage builds on the next in sequence,

although one

the rate and times

through which these stages will be passed vary greatly.
Years of experience do not automatically ensure a teacher
will grow and stages may overlap.
development,

In theories of teacher

thinking and performance are qualitatively

different at each stage.
Berliner

(1988)

traces five stages,

from "novice” to

"expert” in the development of teachers' expertise in
their work. Novices,

in his model,

are usually student

teachers and beginning first year teachers.

This stage is

marked by a kind of unquestioning approach to teaching
which involves doing just what one is told and gaining
experience while doing it.

Following prescribed,

context-

free rules they have been taught characterizes this stage
in which teachers claim they learn more from doing than
from being told.
The "advanced beginner,” a term usually
characteristic of many second and third year teachers,
becomes a bit more discerning and context specific with
experience.

They still follow the rules they learned about

teaching but become able to decide when it's all right to
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break them.

In the third stage,

(third or fourth year)

"competent teachers"

not only make conscious choices

about what they do or don't do in the classroom,

but they

also formulate their own goals and work toward them.

By

making choices and defining their goals they are accepting
more personal responsibility for what goes on in the
classroom. They attribute their successes and failures to
themselves and their own actions.
In stage 4,

"proficient" teachers have become more

intuitive and can make decisions and act in nonproblematic
situations without having to think much about what they're
doing.

They do, however,

still have to analyze situations

and make conscious decisions about what to do when
problems arise, unlike teachers in the fifth stage,
"expert" stage.

the

Experts are also intuitive but they just

seem to know "where to be and what to do at the right
time"

(p.ll),

including in new or problematic situations.

Teaching becomes second nature for the expert.
likens this stage to Schon's

(1987)

Berliner

concept of "knowledge-

in-action" .
Two items should be noted here.
progress through all five stages,

and

(1)
(2)

Not all teachers
one of the

conclusions Berliner has drawn from his research with
teachers is that pedagogical knowledge does not come
naturally but needs to be developed consciously and
carefully. Although case studies have been conducted on
experienced preschool teachers
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(e.g. Yonemura,

1986;

Ayers,

1989),

the induction phase of learning to teach has

not been explored with this population.

By observing

beginning teachers in their classrooms and talking with
them about their conceptions of teaching young children
and the experiences and events that have influenced their
beliefs and actions,

insight was gained into these

teachers' developmental stages and how their professional
experience has contributed

(and continues to contribute)

to their learning about teaching.
Teachers' Knowledge
Historically,

research on teaching has been concerned

with teachers' observable behaviors and the effects these
behaviors have on student achievement. Recently,

as the

research on teacher education and teacher development has
grown,

the focus has broadened as researchers have turned

from identifying teachers' behaviors and what they need to
learn how to do,

toward exploring the nature of what is

learned by teachers, how and when knowledge is acquired,
and how it is used. These three aspects of research
comprise the substance of the present study.
Teachers' knowledge can be divided into two broad
categories, practical knowledge and pedagogical content
knowledge.

In terms of learning to teach these two kinds

of knowledge are related. The major distinction between
them is that the latter originates from the formal
disciplines,

the school curriculum,

knowledge about the profession.
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and general collective

Practical knowledge is

more personal and situational and less formal than
pedagogical content knowledge.

Both work together for the

teacher who is learning to teach.

Pedagogical content

knowledge provides the conceptual knowledge and practical
knowledge enables teachers to construct their own
personalized style of teaching.
Practical Knowledge.

Practical knowledge or teachers'

knowledge of practice has been defined as "knowledge
teachers have of classroom situations and the practical
dilemmas they face in carrying out purposeful action in
these settings"

(Carter,

1990, p.299). Teachers derive

their practical knowledge primarily from their actual
experiences in the classroom.
highly personal nature,

Because of its on-going and

the acquisition of practical

knowledge begins with early childhood experiences, melds
with formal teacher education,
teacher's career

(Spodek,

and continues throughout a

1988).

From an intensive case study of one high school
teacher,

Elbaz

(1981)

derived a concept of the kinds of

practical knowledge teachers use to understand the
complexities of their classrooms and to negotiate within
these contexts on a day-to-day basis; knowledge that is
"actively related to the world of practice." She was the
first researcher to legitimatize the notion that what a
teacher knows about teaching comes from earlier
experiences,

formal teacher education,

and present

experiences blended together to formulate practical
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knowledge about teaching that is unique to that particular
teacher.

In her model,

practical knowledge

Elbaz defines five areas of

("orientations”)

that teachers use in

their work. They are teachers' knowledge of
teaching context;
development; and

(c)
(e)

subject matter;

(d)

(a)

self;

(b)

curriculum

how to teach.

This practical knowledge is then organized by Elbaz
into three levels. The first level,

"rules of practice,”

consists of applying specific rules to common teaching
situations.

These rules are followed in a systematic

fashion. The second level,

"practical principles” means

choosing from general rules using past experience and
applying the choice to present teaching situations.
Practical principles are used reflectively. The third,

and

highest level,

consists of "images” or ideals which

teachers hold.

Images guide teachers to act intuitively.

Pedagogical Content Knowledge.

Pedagogical content

knowledge,

the other broad category of teachers'

knowledge,

is concerned about what teachers know about the

subjects they are teaching and how they turn this
knowledge into curriculum students can understand and
learn from.

This kind of knowledge is developed primarily

in the context of teacher education programs through a
combination of courses and field experiences.
Shulman

(1986,

1987)

formulated the pedagogical

content knowledge approach to address the unasked
questions of research on teaching such as Where do
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teachers' explanations come from?, How do they decide what
to teach?, and How do teachers know how to help a student
who doesn't "catch on"? In his Stanford University
research program, Knowledge Growth in Teaching,

inquiry

centers around how teachers take what they learn about a
subject in college and transform it into a form that can
be communicated to students in ways they can understand.
This research effort relates to Shulman's (1986)

criticism

that teacher education focuses only on teaching strategies
and needs to place more emphasis on the importance of
teachers knowing content. How preschool teachers learn
what and how to teach young children is the focus of the
research of this dissertation. The following paragraphs
describe the model used by Grossman in her study of
teacher education and its contributions to teachers'
knowledge with further adaptations made for this study to
relate it to learning to teach very young children.
Grossman (1990)

composed a model of pedagogical

content knowledge which has four components. The first,
"content knowledge",

is the knowledge and beliefs a

teacher holds about a subject and the reasons for teaching
it. Included in this element are not only what topics
should be taught but ways that a subject can be taught to
make it understandable to others. Teachers need to know
what topics, examples, explanations, and questions should
be used to most effectively communicate the content or
subject matter to students. They also need to be know how
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to organize this content and to be aware of their goals
for teaching it.
A second component of pedagogical content knowledge,
and closely related to the first,

is knowledge of the

curriculum resources and materials available for teachers
to use to teach a particular subject.

Also included in

this component called "curricular knowledge"
of how to select appropriate materials,
alternative materials when necessary,

is knowledge

how to substitute

and how to sequence

and connect current content with the topics and
experiences that are taught during the preceding and
succeeding years in school.
study,

For the purposes of this

content and curricular knowledge have been combined

as it is difficult to separate the two in early childhood
education.
children,

In most experiences provided for young
who learn primarily from hands-on explorations,

the content of the activity is intertwined with the
materials used to present it.

Often,

the materials are the

content or vice versa.
The third component of Grossman's scheme,
"instructional strategies",

includes the "how to's" and

the processes used to teach the content.
know a wide variety of activities,

Teachers need to

experiences,

and

explanations they can use to help students learn.
dissertation,

In this

as a major goal of teaching young children

is to help individuals develop self-control,

this

component has been broadened to include guidance
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techniques or how to

manage children's behavior.

parallel to Shulman's

(1986)

This is

general pedagogical

knowledge.
The fourth component is "knowledge of students'
understandings". Teachers need to be aware of what
students already know, what they should be expected to
know,

and their conceptions and misconceptions about

particular topics,

and particular concepts with which they

might have difficulty.

For this dissertation,

category, understanding children,

this

has been adapted to

include knowledge of child growth and development
principles as well as well as knowledge of how children
learn.
Both Shulman

(1986)

and Grossman

(1990)

stress the

necessity of conceptualizing this body of pedagogical
knowledge and understanding its sources so that teacher
education programs can help to contribute to teacher'
pedagogical content knowledge. Although Shulman's model
was developed to raise research questions about how
various kinds of content knowledge are developed in
teachers' repertoires,

this investigator contends it can

be used to explore the same issues with reference to early
childhood teacher education
As Grossman

(1990)

suggests,

(ECTE)

with some adaptations.

Shulman's model provides a

useful framework for studying and talking about teachers'
knowledge and particularly about the formal preparation of
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teachers.

The investigator has used this model to

structure the present study.
Research on Preservice Teacher Education
Evaluations of teacher education programs are
intended to provide information about their content and
process,

their structure,

and their effectiveness. A

national survey of teacher education evaluation procedures
was conducted to explore,

among other things,

the sources

and techniques of data collection programs used in
evaluation practice

(Adams & Craig,

1981).

The survey

found the most often reported technique of data collection
for follow-up studies was questionnaires.
Follow-up Studies
A more recent review of evaluation procedures
concludes there is still a continued reliance on this kind
of product-oriented follow-up studies

(Galluzo & Craig,

1990). This review contends this type of evaluation method
does not analyze what occurs within teacher education
programs and as long as only the degree to which students
achieve the objectives of the program is measured,
practice of collecting

the

quantifiable data resulting in a

product assessment will be maintained.
Surveys using questionnaires are an efficient method
of data collection when large samples are involved.

The

data on a structured questionnaire is easily managed and
analyzed.

The major disadvantage of questionnaire research

is that respondents have little or no opportunity to
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provide new and descriptive information.

The "what" and

the "how many" research questions may be answered,

but the

"hows'

and the "whys" are not tapped

(Marshall & Rossman,

1989) .

It has been suggested the questionnaire is the

least desirable way of collecting data:
"Surveys must measure what they can, not what
may actually be true. The result is that
graduates are asked to respond to mundane and
nebulous questions: "What did you feel was the
most important aspect of your training program?"
"What did you feel you missed in your
preparation program?" Answers to such questions
are predictable and less than helpful...Surveys
tell us more about peer knowledge and group
methodology than they do about preparation
programs completed by prospective educators."
(see Adams & Craig, 1981, p.14)
A sample of studies identified by an ERIC search were
reviewed to determine the kinds of information gleaned
from surveys using questionnaires. The kinds of questions
asked in these surveys do not produce information about
what students actually learn in their teacher education
programs nor do they indicate how teachers use this
knowledge in their classrooms.

For example,

graduates were

asked to use Likert-like scales to indicate the
"usefulness"

(Joels,

1985); the "adequacy"

1984) ; or the "appropriateness"

(Rush,

(Stolworthy,

1987)

of various

aspects or components of their teacher preparation
programs.

Little or no opportunity was given for

participants to provide anecdotal material on any of the
questionnaires.
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Although some of the follow-up studies reviewed
utilized multiple sources to evaluate program outcomes
(Ayres,

1987; Rush,

1987),

observations or interviews

conducted by supervisors or outside researchers were
recorded on rating scales with the results reported
numerically.
Galluzo and Craig

(1990)

state that "current practice

in teacher education program evaluation can not yet be
characterized as a field of inquiry...there is very little
analysis of past practice...Previous attempts to describe
program evaluation in teacher education are best described
as site-specific,

idiosyncratic models designed for

particular applications at individual institutions"
(p.602)•

They cite the National Council for the

Accreditation of Teacher Education

(1988)

guidelines which

define evaluation in teacher education as "assessing the
degree to which students achieve the objectives of the
program." This orientation leads to the collection of
quantifiable product data and a product assessment/
measurement orientation.
Freeman

(1988)

acknowledges the majority of teacher

education programs administer follow-up questionnaires to
survey their graduates and,
these instruments,

in an effort to standardize

has organized his report around the

most frequently asked about topics and offers what he
considers to be the best design for each one. All of the
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questions in this entire "compendium" are of the same type
as the follow-up studies reviewed above.
More recently less conventional methods of evaluation
have been suggested such as those used in anthropology.
These methods rely more on gathering descriptive
information about a program than on measuring its
effectiveness. With this approach,

the student and/or

graduate becomes an informant rather than a subject and
the actual processes of the program are accessible. Using
this method makes it more possible to identify the courses
and experiences that have contributed to a teacher's
knowledge of how to teach. Galluzo and Craig

(1990)

predict because qualitative methods are becoming more
acceptable for program evaluation,

this type of evaluation

of teacher education will also become more prevalent.

This

dissertation uses qualitative methodology as described in
Chapter III.
Research on Preschool Teacher Education
A review of research relating teacher education and
teacher behaviors in preschool classrooms reveals these
studies are also lacking in descriptions of content and
process of the teachers'
(McLanahan,
quality,

1989).

education and training

Quantity of education and training,

not

is the variable of interest in the limited number

of studies of preschool teachers.
The National Day Care Study,

a large-scale research

project supported by government policymakers, was designed
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to determine which characteristics

(conditions)

of the day

care environment have important impacts on children's
development and the associated costs. A comparison of 265
different day care centers in three major metropolitan
areas revealed that group size and teacher qualifications
are the most important determinants of differences in
children's behavior and development in day care
Travers,

Glantz,

& Coelen,

(Ruopp,

1979).

In this seminal study,

"teacher qualifications" were

determined by the presence or absence of specialized
child-related preparation relevant to young children.

The

study found that teachers with specialized training in
child care were more likely to engage in positive social
interaction with children and children exhibited more
positive social behaviors than children in classrooms
where teachers had no specialized training. Nowhere in the
study is there any indication of where the training was
received nor was any attempt made to describe or measure
the content of this "child-related education/training."
This is explained by the researchers in the following way:
"Because training courses varied widely in intensity,
duration,

content,

format,

and quality only a summary

measure could be contracted"

(p.55).

Although the NDCS has stimulated research on the
contributions of teacher education to teacher performance,
in the studies following it,

none describes the

composition of the varying teacher educational experiences
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to which they refer
Stewart & Gruber,
example,

(Arnett,

1986; Berk,

1984; Logue,

1985; Clarke-

Eheart & Miles,

1987).

For

in a study relating observed behaviors of

caregivers and their characteristics,

although one of the

primary characteristics of the teachers examined was their
educational backgrounds,

the only descriptions provided of

these experiences were a high school diploma vs.
or university education
In another study,

(Berk,

college

1985).

the range of training as it related

to teachers' classroom behavior as well as children's
behavior,

is presented only in quantifiable terms,

i.e.,

"no training" up to a "four year degree program in early
childhood education."

(Arnett,

1986).

Other studies have

used the variables "specialized training in child
development or early childhood education" vs.
"nonspecialized training"
Logue et al.,

(Clarke-Stewart & Gruber,

1984;

1987). No attempt was made to examine the

content of this education and training in any of these
studies.
Until what teachers are taught and how they are
taught are studied, policymakers and teacher educators
will be unable to proceed with appropriate educational and
training experiences for teachers.

This lack has been

recognized in an important publication of the NAEYC:
"Whereas most studies find a relation between training of
caregivers and child outcomes,

the content and extent of

the training that produces these outcomes are virtually
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unexplored .

.

.

Substantial refinement of measures of

education and training [are needed]"

(Phillips & Howes,

1987, p.8).
Neither follow-up studies of teacher education
programs,

nor research studies relating teacher behavior

to teacher education provide descriptive information on
what is being taught in teacher education programs and how
it is being taught. No details of teacher education
programs are revealed, making it difficult to know their
contributions to how teachers learn to teach. This
dissertation provides a window into five two-year teacher
education programs as teachers were given opportunities to
describe what they learned, where and when they learned
it,

and how it relates to what they do in their own

classrooms.
Conclusion
The primary segments of the literature which have
been reviewed in this chapter are concerned with

(a)

research on learning to teach as a life-long activity;

(b)

models of teachers' knowledge which provide a framework
for talking about and studying this knowledge and its
origins; and

(c)

the standard methods used to extrapolate

information from teachers about the contributions of their
formal teacher education programs and studies which label
preschool teachers'

educational experiences in learning to

teach.
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The standard methods of evaluating formal teacher
education programs do not reveal the details of the
content and process of these programs thus making it
difficult to know the effects they have on learning to
teach.

By helping preschool teachers examine their sources

of teaching knowledge,

this study provides detailed looks

into the components of their teacher preparation programs
as well as into other experiences and events which
influence their present conceptions of teaching young
children and the classroom actions and decisions they
make. Through the use of observations and interviews with
teachers presently practicing,

evidence is presented which

supports the view that learning to teach is a lifelong
endeavor.
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CHAPTER

III

METHODS

The purpose of the dissertation was to explore, with
beginning preschool teachers,

the content of their

teaching knowledge and their perceptions of how this
knowledge came about. These phenomena were investigated by
using qualitative methods to provide data. Through
detailed descriptions of teachers in their classrooms
(based on observations),

and through direct quotations

from teachers concerning their experiences,
thoughts

(gathered through in-depth,

interviews),

beliefs,

and

open-ended

insights were gained into what teachers

perceived as the sources of knowledge that have
contributed to their development as teachers and that now
influence their actions and decisions in the classroom.
Pilot Study
A pilot study was conducted to practice and refine
the skills of observation and interviewing needed to do
qualitative research.

Participant observation was used to

familiarize the investigator with three teachers'

styles

of teaching and to develop opportunities to encourage them
to reflect on what they were doing and why. By being
present with them while they were teaching, we had a
common experience to discuss.

In-depth interviews were

used to guide the teachers in reflecting on the sources of
the beliefs and principles that underlay their observed
actions and decisions in the classroom.

Three teachers were purposefully selected for this
pilot study according to a set of criteria derived from a
review of the literature on teacher-child interactions
(McLanahan,

1989). The researcher was familiar with their

work and made the assumption that on closer examination
they would exhibit certain therapeutic behaviors,
techniques,

guidance

and teaching strategies that produce positive

growth in young children. The purpose of the study was to
explore why teachers teach as they do and their
perceptions of events in their personal histories that
influence their present actions and decisions in the
classroom. The primary research question that guided the
pilot inquiry was,

"What are teachers' perceptions of the

factors and experiences that have influenced,
to influence,

and continue

their teaching?"

The three teachers perceived family experiences,
their formal teacher education programs,

and the support

and professional development opportunities they received
where they taught as their primary sources of teaching
knowledge. The research process highlighted the need for
careful access, multiple interviews,

and a focused

conceptual framework.

It also gave the investigator great

respect for the time,

and the social, physical,

and

intellectual energy required to do qualitative research.
Research Design
The research design used for the dissertation was the
qualitative multi-case study method. The choice of this
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design was based on the questions to be answered,
conditions under which data would be gathered,

the

and the

particular topics for investigation.
The questions were concerned with the "hows”
"why's",

i.e.,

how teachers learn to teach,

views come about,

how their

and why they act as they do in their

classrooms rather than the questions of
"what",

and

common to experimental design.

"how many" and
The goal was to

gain an understanding of how preschool teachers view their
experience and how they come to develop the conceptions
they have about teaching.
Lightfoot

(1984),

in a discussion of the use of

portraiture in her study of good high schools,

stresses

the importance of "the process of human interaction" and
the need for the artist to move beyond "surface images" to
discover the multidimensional aspects of a person.
investigator,

like Lightfoot,

relationships with the
empathetic regard,
discerning gaze"

sought to "enter into

'subjects'

that had the quality of

full and critical attention,

(p.6).

and in their own words,

The

and a

From their own frames of reference
explanations were sought of

behaviors and decision these teachers made in their
classrooms.

A qualitative research design was used as it

is "descriptive research undertaken when description and
explanation.

.

.are sought"

(Merriam,

1989,

Qualitative research is nonmanipulative
Biklen,

1982).

p.7).
(Bogdan &

This research study involved minimal
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manipulation of the teachers or their classrooms because
the researcher had little control over the situation.
results were holistic,

The

intensive descriptions and

interpretations of beginning preschool teachers working in
their classrooms and linking their actions with the
events,

people,

and experiences they perceived as being

their sources of teaching knowledge.
The final point to be considered in determining
whether the multi-case study is the most appropriate
design is the ability to identify a particular topic as
the focus of investigation.

"A case study is an

examination of a specific phenomenon such as a program,
event,

a person,

a process,

group”

(Merriam,

1989,

an

an institution or a social

p.10).

The particular group or

cases chosen to study were beginning preschool teachers.
The following section describes how the participants were
selected.
Sample Selection
All six participants were "beginning” teachers of
two,

three,

four and/or five year old children in child

care centers.

As one of the primary topics of the research

focuses on how teachers'

formal preparation programs

influence their current teaching knowledge,

participants

were chosen who had completed their formal teacher
education programs no more than two years before they were
studied.

Therefore,

"beginning” teachers in this study

were those who had been employed from 10 months to 2 years
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after graduation from a two year college with an A.S.
degree in early childhood education.
stage in their career,

Teachers,

at this

are relatively fresh from their

teacher preparation experiences and will not have been
influenced much by prolonged experiences in the field.
Because teachers may be strongly influenced by people in
the new school settings,

it seemed most useful for the

purpose of this research to study them at the outset of
their careers

(Griffin,

1985).

Career placement offices on several campuses were
contacted to identify the early childhood majors of the
two previous graduating classes.

Coordinators and

department chairs were contacted for names of recent
graduates who were presently working in the field.
Directors of large child care centers and consortia in the
Boston area were asked to identify any teachers they might
have employed who fit the criteria. All of these initial
contacts were made by telephone.
After obtaining lists from several colleges of their
recent graduates, potential candidates were considered in
light of the following criteria:

(a)

they were committed

to teaching and would be interested in participating in
the study,
(c)

(b)

they were unfamiliar to the investigator,

the directors of their schools

(and their immediate

supervisors where applicable) would condone their
participation,

(d)

they had expressed plans to remain in

teaching for at least one more school year from the time

47

they were contacted,

and,

(e)

radius of the North Shore.

they were within a 40 mile

(This last criterion had to be

omitted when it became clear there were not enough
qualified candidates in the Boston area.).
Purposeful selection began with the initial
identification of potential candidates through the
resources mentioned above.

In this study,

respondents were

chosen deliberately for what they could contribute to the
researcher's understanding of the phenomenon under study.
”In the final analysis,
express thoughts,
perspective,
p.76).

a good informant is one who can

feelings,

opinions, his or her

on the topic being studied"

(Merriam,

1989,

The "beginning teacher" requirement and the

extended period of time needed to make the multiple visits
(due to schedules and travel time),

necessitated the

selection of participants as they became available. While
work was concluding with one teacher,

further participants

were being sought. The fourth and fifth teachers were
researched simultaneously; all of the others were done
sequentially. Although the actual data gathering process
was spread over one calendar year as the researcher had
only one day a week available for research activity, the
style and content of the interviews were maintained
throughout the study.
After a number of potential candidates were
identified through the sources mentioned above,

a

preliminary telephone interview was conducted during which
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each person was informed of the purpose of the study as
well as their proposed roles in it.

If they agreed to

participate a face to face interview was arranged.
section on entry,

ethics,

(See

and informed consent).

It was necessary for the size of the group to remain
small for two reasons.

In-depth multi-case studies require

that detailed information about each case be collected.
case study concentrates on many,

if not all,

present in a single unit.

(Merriam,

Therefore,

.

.

”

"A

the variables

1989, p.7).

breadth of information was traded off for depth

in this study. Also,

the time and travel required for data

collection needed to be limited to make the study
feasible.
Issues of Entry,

Ethics,

and Informed Consent

Access to the child care settings began with
simultaneous requests of potential candidates about their
interest in participating and directors for permission to
observe, videotape,
participants.

and spend time in interviews with the

If any director had denied entry,

the

candidate in that center would have been eliminated.
Fortunately,

all the teachers who were willing to be

participants had directors who were very accommodating
throughout the entire study.
A preliminary, pre-study interview was completed by
telephone.

It was largely conversational and exploratory

as its purpose was to obtain enough background information
to assess the candidate's appropriateness for
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participation using the selection criteria mentioned
earlier.

In this conversation the candidate was informed

of the purpose of the study and given an explanation of
what was needed from her should she become a participant.
Each participant was apprised of the fact that even if
they initially consented to participate,

they could

withdraw from the study at any time.
Erickson

(1986)

outlines two ethical principles to

which researchers should adhere,

especially when the focal

point of the research is individual people.
participants need to be informed,

First,

as much as possible,

about why the research is being done and what will
actually take place. They had to be "taught” the
researcher's role

(Marshall & Rossman,

1989). This

entailed informing the participants what the investigator
planned to do

(i.e.,

observe, videotape,

them); the purpose of the study

and interview

(i.e., the focus was on

what they did in their classrooms and what they perceived
as the past and present influences on the actions and
decisions they make in their teaching); plans for the
information that was gained

(i.e., write a dissertation

and possible journal articles,

and make presentations to

professional groups); and how they could help with the
research

(i.e.,

interviewed,

agree to be observed, videotaped,

and

and be willing to respond to the

investigator's perceptions of the findings to check them
for accuracy). This information was transmitted in the
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initial telephone contact followed by a letter confirming
the first interview with a copy of the consent form
(Appendix A)

after the participant informally agreed to be

part of the study.
The other ethical principle to which Erickson

(1986)

refers is the element of risk that is involved for the
participant.

The risks to the participants involved in the

proposed study were minimal.

They were assured that

certain kinds of information they shared would not be
available to their supervisors or other staff members. At
the outset,

the teachers'

immediate supervisors also were

made aware of the limits of accessibility to such
information.
Data Collection
Observations, videotapes,

and interviews were the

major data collection strategies.

Documents and artifacts

(physical evidence) were also analyzed during the study.
Observations
"In situations where motives,
values direct much,

attitudes,

beliefs,

if not most human activity,

and

the most

sophisticated instrumentation we possess is still the
careful observer - the human being who can watch,
listen .

.

. question, probe,

organize his

[sic]

see,

and finally analyze and

direct experience”

(Guba & Lincoln,

1981, p.193). Multiple observations enabled the observer
to better understand the participants through direct
personal contact and experience. Therefore,
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the role of

the researcher was that of participant as observer
(Spradley,

1979).

Patton

(1980)

stresses the importance of an observer

maintaining a balance between being an insider and an
outsider when doing qualitative research.

The extent to

which participation is possible depends on where the
classroom falls on the child-centered,
continuum.

teacher-directed

Classrooms in which the teacher values child-

initiated activity,

small group interactions,

and

individualization are conducive to the researcher acting
as a participant.

In classrooms where the teacher is the

initiator and leader of most of the activities which are
mainly done in large groups and in which children are
expected to accept adult authority and conform to adult
demands the observer is much less able to participate.

The

investigator remained flexible so she could adjust her
role to the situation. When interactions did take place,
the style and objectives of the teacher being observed
were adopted because modeling different behaviors would
reveal the researcher's perspective and therefore have an
impact on the teacher participant's behavior
Portenza,

(Porter &

1983). One of the six classrooms was more

teacher-directed than the others and,

as anticipated,

the

investigator's role in that classroom became more one of
an outside observer.
Depending on the above conditions,

the researcher

participated in all of the classrooms in many ways,
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i.e.,

eating lunch with the children,

joining them on walks,

circulating among them in the classroom while they played,
helping them with their coats,

singing with them, washing

off tables and sweeping floors. At some point in every
visit the investigator did most of the things a teacher's
aide would do. Her role was truly one of participant
observer.
In the initial observation information was gathered
about each setting,
classroom
people,

i.e.,

the physical environment of the

(what was in it and how it was arranged); the

both adults

backgrounds,
their ages,

(how many and the ratios,

their roles)

and the children

their ethnic

(the number,

their socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds,

how they were grouped); and the activities

(what was

happening,

the sequence of

the nature of the interactions,

activities).
Subsequent observations were more focused on the
teachers themselves and the actions and decisions they
made in their daily interactions with children.

Besides

providing opportunities to gather descriptive data,

these

observations provided both the participants and the
observer with common experiences on which to base
subsequent interviews concerning the teachers' beliefs
about children and the learning process.

Observations also

lay the groundwork for discussions about the influences of
their earlier personal and educational experiences.
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Observational data were recorded on-the-spot as much
as possible.

Field notes included descriptions of teachers

interacting with children,

the activities they provided

(curricular knowledge), how activities were presented
(instructional strategies),
children's behavior

and how they managed

(discipline techniques). The field

notes contained as many direct quotations as possible.
Verbal member checking was conducted following each
observation.
Videotaping
Portions of the last two observations were
videotaped.

Circle time,

free play,

group activities such as art,

outdoor play,

and science,

small

and snack or

lunchtime were videotaped in each classroom.

These tapes

were later used for the interview strategy of stimulated
recall as well as for further data analysis.

Even though

two of six participants had never been videotaped they
expressed no reservations about this procedure.
One unanticipated problem that arose with this aspect
of data gathering was the concern of parents,
consequently directors,

and

about the children being

videotaped as part of a research project.

It became

necessary to provide each center with a video permission
form

(Appendix B)

which was distributed to all the parents

well in advance of the taping dates.

The policy of one

center prevented the researcher from removing the tape
from the premises. When the taping was completed this
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teacher took it to her house where the stimulated recall
interview was then conducted.
Each participant was formally observed three times.
These observations each lasted from two to four hours.
(Although the first and last visits were primarily
interviewing sessions,

the teachers were being informally

observed on each of these visits also.)

Each observation

was followed by an interview as "we cannot observe
thoughts,

feelings,

and intentions.

.

. we cannot observe

how people have organized the world and the meanings they
attach to what goes on in the world - we have to ask
people questions about these things”

(Patton,

1980,

p.196). The following section describes the interviewing
schedule and content.
Interviews
Interviews during the study were both structured and
unstructured. The more "informal,
interview”

(Patton,

1980)

conversational

was used throughout the study

but especially in combination with observation to allow
the researcher to understand the participants' reactions
to what was happening and to be "responsive to individual
differences and situational changes”
p.198).

(Patton,

1990,

Each interview that followed an observation

consisted of the investigator's questions related to what
was observed for the purpose of clarification and member
checking.
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Structured or formal interviews, of which there were
five, were guided by a set of topics designed to maintain
a structure that helped to keep each interview focused
(Seidman,

1991). A list of these topics (Appendix C) was

used for each interview. All of the structured sessions,
including the stimulated recall interview, were recorded
on audiotape and transcribed verbatim.
The series began with a focus on the teachers'
current teaching situations and progressed toward
questions that encouraged them to tap the origins of their
conceptions of teaching young children. The first face-toface interview began with the teacher and the researcher
completing the participant information form together
(Appendix D)

and a discussion and signing of the

previously mailed consent form.
It was anticipated that beginning teachers would be
timid about being observed so early in their careers so
this exploratory interview was designed to serve as an
avenue for relationship building and to alleviate some of
the participants' fears about being "evaluated." In this
interview as well as the remaining ones, the participants
were continually reminded the researcher was not there to
evaluate their work, but only to discover where and how
they learned how to teach.
Following these introductory activities, the teacher
was then encouraged to talk about herself and her
curriculum. The interview ended with a tour of the
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classroom accompanied by descriptions of her space
including rationale for including each area and how it was
set up and used. All of these tours took place during
naptime so children were present but resting quietly on
cots or mats.
The questions in the second interview focused on the
participant-as-teacher and her beliefs about children and
teaching.

The third interview centered on the

participant's beliefs about teachers and teaching and her
personal background as it related to her entry into
teaching. The fourth interview centered specifically on
the content and process of the teacher's formal teacher
education program and other life experiences that prepared
her to teach and that continued to contribute to what she
was currently doing in her classroom.
The stimulated recall approach was used in the fifth
and final interview. This type of interview involves the
replaying of a videotape to help the teacher remember and
report thoughts and decisions made during the taped
teaching episodes

(Clark & Peterson,

1986).

During this

session the entire videotape was shown and the teacher was
asked to stop the tape when she saw herself doing
something she could link with when and how she learned
that which influenced her actions. The investigator shared
control of the tape with the teacher to focus on actions
she did not identify.

The questioning during this session

was designed to encourage the teachers to draw on events
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from their personal histories to help them reflect on the
origins and development of their knowledge,
values.

beliefs and

This was a totally unstructured interview as it

was based entirely on each individual's videotape and the
connections they made between their sources of teaching
knowledge and what they saw on their tapes.
Physical Evidence
Certain courses in early childhood teacher education
programs typically require students to develop projects to
be used as one means of evaluation for the course.
example,

For

an assignment for a curriculum course may be to

design a curriculum resource unit around a theme which
could then be used in a preschool classroom.

Another

example could be in a children's literature class where
students may be required to write a children's book and/or
put together a collection of poetry that could be used
with young children.

That is to say,

usually teacher

education students are asked to develop a variety of
concrete learning materials that can be used with
children.

Also,

a number of texts and handouts are

acquired throughout the college experience.
At the beginning of the study note was made of the
specific things the teacher participants had contributed
to their classrooms and programs and they were asked to
talk about the origins of these materials and activities.
Near the end of the study each participant was asked to
show the investigator some of those products they had kept
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from their teacher education programs
texts,

course outlines,

(i.e., projects,

student teaching journals)

that

they perceived as being useful. Three of them had
suggested the final recall interview be conducted at their
homes.

Each of these teachers had an attic or room full of

teaching materials they had collected. The other three
brought a more limited but significant amount of materials
to their schools for this last interview.
Data Management and Analysis
Gathering data using a variety of methods and
multiple visits requires rigorous data management and
analysis techniques. This section addresses this issue by
first discussing the necessity of setting some boundaries
on the focus of the study. Using the computer to store,
organize,

and retrieve categories of data as a management

technique will be discussed as well as the use of ongoing
analysis of data to guide further data collection and the
generation of categories for analysis.
Setting Boundaries
To avoid an overwhelming amount of repetitious and
unfocused data,

boundaries were put around the study right

from the beginning.

One way to set boundaries is to design

a graphic conceptual framework for the study

(Miles &

Huberman,

(Figure 1.3)

1984).

The framework of this study

indicates the important dimensions and the most meaningful
relationships in the study and,

therefore,

"bounded” the

material collected and analyzed. The research questions
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TEACHERS' SOURCES OF
KNOWLEDGE/ PERSONAL HISTORY

TEACHERS' CLASSROOM
ACTIONS/DECISIONS

Figure 3.1.
Conceptual framework for a study of preschool
teachers' sources of teaching knowledge.
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were a direct outgrowth of this conceptual framework and
therefore provided a focus for the study. This does not
mean the investigator was insensitive to the unexpected or
serendipitous.

It simply meant there were some limits to

what was collected in order to make the data manageable
from the outset.
Initially each teacher was considered as a separate
and individual case. This meant in-depth information was
collected on each case and the interview,
documentation,

and background information,

observational,
and comments

and impressions made about the case and data over time
were filed and analyzed separately. When all of the data
had been collected, portraits of each individual
participant were constructed using these files.

Later they

were subjected to cross-case analysis for the purpose of
making comparisons among the individual cases.

This

resulted in a "group portrait" of the participants
(Chapter IV)

as well as their perceived sources of

teaching knowledge

(Chapter V). The use of cross-case

analysis also increased the generalizability of the study
because commonalities were revealed among cases
Huberman,

(Miles &

1984).

The Ethnograph
The Ethnograph

(1986),

a text editing computer

program, was used to manage the data. Using Microsoft
Works,

all the verbatim data from interviews and field

notes along with the investigator's comments were entered
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into the file in a specific format that is compatible with
The Ethnoqraph program. After switching to Ethnograph,
lines of each case study were numbered.

the

These numbered

lines were then printed so the original data were readily
identifiable and accessible at any time during the entire
data analysis process. This was very useful as the
numbered lines remain the same regardless of how the data
are coded and sorted.
Categories were then identified and the first set of
code maps was entered to sort the data used initially to
create portraits of each teacher and later for cross-case
analysis. The second set of code maps identified the
sources,

as perceived by the teachers,

that contributed to

their conceptions of teaching young children.

Segments of

the text entered under the same category were gathered and
printed for further analysis. Use of a program such as The
Ethnograph eliminated the need for folders,
and cutting and pasting,

index cards,

but did not eliminate the need

for analysis and interpretation of the data.
The collection and analysis of the data were an
interwoven,

simultaneous process.

"Analysis during the

data collection lets the fieldworker cycle back and forth
between thinking about the existing data and generating
strategies for collecting new - often better quality data.

.

.

it makes analysis an ongoing,

lively enterprise

that is linked to the energizing effects of fieldwork"
(Miles & Huberman,

1984, p.99). Ongoing analysis of
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collected data guided the course of the observations and
interviews.
Establishing Trustworthiness
To establish credibility in qualitative research
studies,

it is important to adhere to certain procedures.

Merriam (1989)

outlines some practices that will ensure

trustworthiness or validity. Among those that were
incorporated into this investigation were methodological
triangulation,

gathering data over time, member checks,

awareness of the researcher's biases,

an

and on-going advisor

examination.
Methodological Triangulation
"Triangulation is the art of bringing more than one
source of data to bear on a single point"
Rossman,

1989,

(Marshall &

p.146). To obtain a holistic picture of the

phenomenon to be studied and to confirm emerging findings,
triangulation was utilized through multiple methods of
data collection on multiple cases. Gathering data from
several participants and the use of more than one data
gathering technique increases a study's generalizability.
Using a combination of observations and interviews it is
possible to cross-check and validate findings.
Observations,

by themselves,

are a limited method of

data collection as they focus only on external behaviors.
The observer can only see what is happening,
going on inside those being observed.

not what is

Interviews are also

a limited source of data as participants can only report
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on their perceptions of what has happened.

Interview data

are subject to recall error and to the reactivity between
the interviewer and interviewee. When the results of the
two methods are combined, however,

observations can be

used to validate interview data and interviews can be used
to access thoughts and feelings behind the observed
behaviors.

"A multimethods approach to field work

increases both the validity and the reliability of the
evaluation data"

(Patton,

1980,

p.158).

Member Checking
Member checking involves "taking data interpretations
back to the people from whom they were derived and asking
them if the results are plausible,"
p.169).

(Merriam,

1989,

In this study, member checking was used as the

investigator returned for follow-up observations and
interviews. As stated in the previous section,

field notes

were shared verbally with each teacher for her review and
response.

Segments of each interview and observation were

used to give participants the opportunity to clarify and
elaborate on information gathered from previous contacts.
Long-term Data Gathering
Interviews and observations took place anywhere from
a period of six to eight weeks and the investigator had
multiple contacts with the participant during this period.
Long-term and in-depth involvement with each participant
contributed to the trustworthiness of the study.

64

Personal Bias
A primary goal of this study was "to add to
knowledge,

not to pass judgment on a setting ...

The worth

of a study is the degree to which it generates theory,
description,
p.42).

and understanding"

(Bogdan & Biklen,

1982,

The methods used to gather and analyze the data

helped the researcher to transcend biases that existed at
the beginning.

By spending several days with each

participant and collecting and reviewing the data over an
18 month period,

it was found that opinions or prejudices

the investigator may have had at the outset were limited
in the final analysis by the depth and breadth of the
collected data.

Use of an advisor and informal debriefers

throughout the collection and analysis phase also helped
to curb personal biases.
Advisor Examination
To ensure trustworthiness,

on-going guidance and

expertise from an advisor was obtained.

One member of the

dissertation committee was called on to meet with the
researcher numerous times throughout the entire study.
These meetings were used to check on the direction of the
study and to provide guidance during the analysis phase.
This was especially valuable and important in this study
as,

due to the researcher's geographical location,

to peer support during the dissertation process was
/

limited.
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access

CHAPTER

IV

ANALYSIS: A GROUP PORTRAIT
Introduction
The results of this study are presented in Chapters
IV and V.

Chapter IV serves as an introduction to the six

teachers by addressing the questions about their
conceptions of teaching young children and their views of
the content and process of their teacher education
programs.

It also begins to disclose the personal events

and educational experiences that have contributed to the
six teachers' personal biographies.

Presented below is a

cross-case analysis of the six teachers' working
environments,

their teaching styles and the activities

they present at circle time,

their personal backgrounds

that led them into preschool teaching,

the beliefs and

values they hold about young children and teaching,

and

their perceptions of their formal teacher preparation
programs in relationship to their work.
Chapter V continues to reveal these influences by
presenting a cross-case analysis of the preschool
teachers' perceptions of the people,

events,

and

experiences that have contributed to what they believe
about teaching young children and the actions and
decisions they make in their classrooms.
Teaching Context
The teaching context in this section refers to the
human as well as the physical environment.

Part of

teachers' knowledge that is related to what they do in the
classroom must be context-specific
Shulman,

1987). That is,

(Grossman,

1990;

they should be able to adapt what

they know about teaching to the specific population of
children they have in their classrooms and the demands
their centers place on them. This section presents an
analysis of the makeup of the six classroom populations,
the types of centers in which these teachers work,
ways they use their space

and the

(see Table 4.1).

The People
Michelle, who wears glasses and,
visits,

at the time of my

oversized shirts to accommodate the early stages

of pregnancy,

is predictable and steady. Her interactions

with her five year olds are matter-of-fact and respectful.
She moves around the classroom while the children are
playing,

stopping to settle conflicts or to give children

directions.

She acts as an overseer to their play.

Valerie is tall and has a rich,

deep voice.

She is

warm and responsive to her four year olds and interacts
with each of them very much as individuals.
choice she often sits,

sometimes lies,

During free

on the floor as she

mingles with them to enrich their play.
Amy has long,

brown,

bushy hair and laughs often when

she is with her three and four year olds.
and enthusiastic about her work.

She is talkative

"The kids are therapy for

me." She involves herself fully in the children's
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activities through verbal interaction and by physically
sitting with them as they play.
Rosemary has short dark hair and dark brown eyes.

She

is very serious as she goes about her work with her two
year olds.

She tends to be stern with the children and

holds high expectations for orderly behavior. Her room is
tidy and she closely follows her schedule and plans.
Lisa has auburn hair and a gentle manner. Her
demeanor is very calm.

She has infinite patience as she

works hard at resolving frequent conflicts among her young
threes.

Sometimes she initiates activities,

then sits back

and observes the children as they play; other times she
quietly joins in.
Ruth is tall and willowy with short brown hair.

She

is casual but caring in her conversations with and
responses to her five year olds as she circulates among
them while they play.

She provides a rich learning

environment and speaks about individual children with
respect.
All of the child care centers had toddler groups
months to 2.9 years).

Only two of the six centers,

Valerie's and Michelle's,
months)
Ruth's).

(15

served infants

while three had kindergartens

(six weeks to 15

(Michelle's and

In two of these cases the preschool and

kindergarten groups were not in separate rooms. Only in
Valerie's center was there a physical separation. Amy's
center had a kindergarten the year before but in response
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to the parents' needs,
one for toddlers.
private,

they had replaced this group with

(It is interesting to note that only the

for-profit centers in the study provided infant

care.)
Cultural Diversity
Two of the six classrooms had children or surrounding
adults from a variety of ethnic and cultural backgrounds.
More than half of Ruth's group of ten,

all but one of whom

were children of college students, were either Black or
Hispanic. Ruth and her co-teacher are White,

the teacher

in the toddler classroom was Black as are the director,
her secretary/bookkeeper, the cook,
Rosemary's group of 4,
was Black,

and the aide.

In

two of the children were White,

one

and one was Hispanic. Her aide was Hispanic as

were two of the three teachers who worked with a group of
younger toddlers. Both of these groups shared a room that
was divided down the middle and had one lead teacher who
was White. The director of this center was also White.
Rosemary's center serves low-income families.

The parents

are primarily factory workers and some are students.
There was no apparent cultural or socioeconomic
diversity among the children or staff in either Amy or
Lisa's schools. Michelle had one Black child in her group
of ten and the entire staff was White. Valerie had one
Chinese child and one Black child and an all White staff.
The parents of these children were in professions such as
business,

teaching,

and engineering.
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It is commonly assumed that teachers respond
differently to children from diverse cultural groups.

Few

differences were observed in how the children were treated
in either Rosemary or Ruth's rooms. They both used an
occasional Spanish word or phrase to communicate with the
children and Rosemary sang a good morning song with the
children in both English and Spanish,

otherwise their

classrooms resembled all the others.
Often the curriculum and the environment mirror
cultural diversity that exists in an early childhood
classroom. No acknowledgement of diversity was apparent in
any of the pictures on the walls,
shelves,

the books on the

or the activities provided even in the rooms with

children from a variety of ethnic groups.
Types of Centers
Although their teaching contexts were varied,

all six

teachers worked in child care centers where most of the
children were placed for a large portion of the day.
of the six teachers worked in private,

Four

for-profit centers.

Michelle's was one of a chain of centers scattered around
the northeast. Her center,

like Valerie's, was located in

an office park in a specially designed area in a new
building.

The other two where Lisa and Amy worked, were

each owned by people who also acted as the directors.
Lisa's center rented space in a public,

elementary school

and Amy's was in a privately owned house in a residential
neighborhood in an urban area.
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The public non-profit centers were both run by
community agencies. Ruth's was located in an old building
on an urban college campus and Rosemary's in the second
oldest building in an industrial city in the western part
of the state. Not surprisingly the inner city,

non-profit

child care centers were the ones that were culturally
diverse.

The centers that were privately owned and located

in newer buildings tended to be more homogeneous Caucasian
in their make-up.
Use of Space
All of the six teachers' rooms were divided into
learning areas. Although each teacher treated them
differently,
area,

they all had a housekeeping or dramatic play

a block area,

a library area,

and an art area.

Two

of the teachers had areas that were unique to their
classrooms, Ruth had a writing area and Amy had a welldefined and stocked manipulatives area.
Housekeeping.

Four of the six teachers' housekeeping

areas were simply in sectioned off corners of the room.
Michelle and Valerie's dramatic play areas were actually
in the form of playhouses. Michelle's, the more elaborate
of the two, was a two story playhouse located in the
center of her room and was complete with windows,
stairs,

doors,

and a ladder. Valerie's housekeeping area was

defined by a house facade in the center of her room also.
All six of the areas contained the usual furniture and
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equipment i.e.,
chairs,

stove,

pots and pans,

refrigerator,

sink,

table and

and dress-up clothes.

Four of the teachers equipped this area in accordance
with the current theme of their curriculum.

For example,

Amy's "drama area" was set up like home because "families"
was the theme on one visit. There were pictures of babies
and drawings the children had made of their families on
the wall. When the theme changed to fire safety,

the drama

area became a fire station complete with a teacherconstructed,

child-painted fire engine,

fire hats and

boots.
On one visit to Valerie the theme was "babies" so
dolls,

diapers,

bottles,

and other baby paraphernalia were

everywhere. Michelle's playhouse became a tree house one
month in keeping with the "earth year" curriculum that had
been instituted by her company. Ruth's housekeeping area
was set up as a dairy store to go with a farm theme.
props included "food",
"groceries",

The

empty egg cartons and other

a cash register,

and several pocketbooks.

Ruth explained how they changed materials according to the
theme:
A couple of weeks ago we did colors and shapes
so we had a paint store and we got all kinds of
things from the paint store. Last week we did
food so we had a Friendly's restaurant. We had
all this stuff from Friendly's and checkered
table cloths, napkins, and everything."
All but Rosemary's housekeeping area had an abundance
of materials laid out and visible to the children.
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In

these other five classrooms children freely wandered in
and out of the area initiating their own dramatic play
with little teacher intervention.

For example,

in Ruth's

room where housekeeping was set up as a farm store,
several children were observed putting on wigs and dark
glasses and pulling off a robbery using the purses as
containers for the "loot”. Ruth, who was in another part
of the room and aware of their activity,

only interacted

with the children to respond to them or to calm them down
when they began to get too excited.
Rosemary was the only teacher who initiated the
dramatic play activities in the housekeeping area.

She got

out the equipment and made suggestions as to what the
children could do with it.
Blocks. All of the teachers had blocks in some form
or another available to the children on a daily basis. All
six classrooms had a set of wooden unit blocks.

Four of

the teachers had them categorized on open shelves in front
of which were large,

carpeted areas for building.

and Rosemary's rooms,
groups of children,
children.

In Lisa

the teachers who had the youngest

the blocks were less accessible to the

In Rosemary's room a large, mobile shelf unit

contained the wooden unit blocks but it was covered with a
piece of cloth so they were not visible. On shelves near
this unit were a set of cardboard building blocks.
explained:
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She

They [the wooden blocks] scare me. They can hit
each other and get hurt. I let them use them
once in a while but I'm not too happy. I bought
the carton blocks so I have those in the room
and they are a little bit safer. You never know
when they can hit with them.
Lisa's children were observed playing with cardboard
blocks although they do have access to wooden unit blocks
which are stored in a large,

red box on wheels and shared

with the preschoolers. As in Rosemary's room,
were not observed using these.

children

Lisa and her children were

playing with a complete set of large Lego blocks on one
visit. These were stored in crates.
Cardboard and large Lego blocks are generally used
with younger children because they are believed to be more
developmentally appropriate for young three's and
toddlers. Only Michelle's room had large hollow blocks.
These are generally used by older preschoolers because
they are heavy and more difficult to maneuver.
Some of the teachers integrated blocks into their
curriculum more than others.

For example, Ruth and Amy,

two of the teachers who had a theme-based curriculum,
carried their themes into their block areas. Ruth had
rubber farm animals with her blocks during her farm theme
weeks; Amy had fire engines and other emergency vehicles,
and a lay out of a town with hers during fire safety week.
Library Area. All of the teachers stressed the
importance of exposing their children to books.

This was

the single most important curriculum component for all of
them.

Each had sectioned off an area in her classroom that
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was designated as the library area.

Five of the classrooms

had an abundance of books available to the children in
these areas at all times.
Ruth's library area was in a far corner away from the
traffic.

It had a rug,

large pillows,

and a tall three-

sided book rack which displayed the covers of books and
was very visible from any area of the room. Valerie's
library area was also in a carpeted corner of her room and
held a book rack filled with books.

She also has a cabinet

in her room which holds her personal collection of books
which are arranged by category. The other teachers in her
school use this collection as a resource.

Lisa's had a

book rack filled to capacity. A child-sized wooden couch
and easy chair with bright blue cushions were turned
toward the rack.
Although Amy had a designated library area, hers was
the only one not physically separated from some other more
noisy areas.

It opened right out into the drama area and

Amy spoke of the problem this caused:
Our library area isn't used too much this year
because right now it's right near the drama
area. Anyone that goes in there just can't
concentrate where there are people going wild in
the fire truck [for example].
She had plans to make changes in the location of this
area.
Rosemary,

like the other five teachers,

had a

designated area but her book rack was empty. There were no
pillows or comfortable spaces in which to curl up.
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Children were not observed using this area of the room at
all.

She pointed to a high shelf and said,

I keep my books.

"This is where

Sometimes I give them to them at circle

time so they can see the pictures."
As with her library area,

the absence of visible

materials and resources in all areas of Rosemary's room
was striking in comparison to the other teachers' rooms.
She was being observed during the summer when programs
tend to gear down and move outdoors,

and she spoke of

sharing her room with a program for older,

school-age

children at night. Often this limits what can be left on
shelves all the time but usually teachers bring things out
and put them away daily when in this type of situation.
Art. All of the teachers had a designated art area in
their classrooms. Michelle and Rosemary each had an "art
table" which children were not observed using at all.
Lisa's art area was in a separate room that was also used
for snack and lunch and shared with the other groups. Art
materials in these three teachers' rooms were not easily
accessible to the children and were not considered an
activity to be available to them to choose to do. Amy,
Valerie,

and Ruth,

on the other hand,

all had art

activities children could choose to do or not,

and art

materials that were easily accessible to them.

For

example, Valerie's art area was full of recycled materials
for children to glue, paint,

or sculpt with,

art shelves had a variety of magic markers,
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and Ruth's
crayons,

and

paper from which the children could select on their own.
All of the teachers had art easels in their rooms but
easel painting was not available on a daily basis in any
of them.
Wall Displays. The art work teachers hang on the
walls of their classrooms often indicates the value they
place on children's work and their views of product vs.
process oriented activities. All of the teachers had
children's art work displayed where is could be seen by
everyone. The nature of this work ranged from strictly
product oriented art to completely open-ended selfexpressive work.
Children's art work covered the walls of Lisa's
space.

It was different on each visit as it changed with

the theme,
(i.e.,

and it was a combination of both open-ended art

finger painting,

paper scraps,
activities

collages of magazine cut-outs and

sponge paintings)

(i.e.,

and more product-oriented

stenciled leaves,

cut out leaves that

children had colored and pasted on colored paper,

and

coloring book pages painted with water colors).
Amy,

like Lisa, had both product and process oriented

art hanging on her walls.
corner"

(her art area)

For example,

in her "creative

were free form paintings of red and

yellow paint and shape collages made out of different
textured paper,

children-drawn family portraits hung in

the drama area.

Examples of product art in her room were

lambs a teacher had cut out and onto which children had
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pasted cotton balls. Another time there were apple trees
made from tracings of the children's hands and red finger
prints. Her art changed with the theme also.
Michelle and Valerie's displays were all of openended art activities.

For example, Valerie had hung such

things as brightly colored sponge paintings and easel
paintings mounted on colored paper.
one day around Easter,

In Michelle's room,

there were clear plastic ovals

decorated with brightly colored pieces of tissue paper
taped to the windows. Tempera paintings and other forms of
collage decorated the walls.
On Rosemary's bulletin boards,

some of which were at

the children's eye level, were displayed four colorful
sailboats each closely resembling the others on one,

and

three school busses on another at a later visit. Her room
was the only one in which only product-oriented art was
displayed.
In Ruth's room, unlike any of the other teachers'
classrooms,

all of the bulletin boards and wall spaces

were filled with carefully constructed displays made by
the teachers.

These included posters, magazine pictures,

and poems all mounted on construction paper. The
children's art work,

such as several group murals and duck

cutouts decorated with cotton balls, was hanging in the
halls outside of the room.
Unique Areas. Areas found in a classroom that are not
standard to every preschool classroom reflect the special
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emphasis individual teachers place on certain areas of the
curriculum.

Two of the teachers had defined learning areas

in their rooms that none of the other teachers had.

The

one that was unique to Ruth's room was an area expressly
set up for children to work on their writing skills. Amy's
unique area was a manipulatives center.
In Ruth's writing center,

on low shelves which also

acted as dividers in her room, were magazines,
recycled computer paper,
recycled envelopes,

newsprint,

stamps of different letters,

and scissors. On top of the shelves

were trays of large wooden letters the children could use
for tracing and letter recognition. Also in this area was
a round table with four chairs,
stapler and a typewriter.

and a desk which held a

This area was observed in use

each day of the researcher's visits.
Although all the classrooms had shelves for
manipulative materials
materials,

(i.e.,peg boards, puzzles, math

bristle blocks),

only Amy's room had a

designated area where only these materials were used. Her
"learning shelves” area had a built-in and carpeted
platform with one wide step leading up to it.

The

materials were used either on the child-sized table or on
the floor.

One teacher was stationed up there at all times

because Amy believes children do not learn as much from
manipulating the materials without a teacher to guide
them.

She also values games because she believes children

should have fun while they are learning.
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"Circle Time"
Circle time is a tradition in preschool culture.
Whether it is called circle time,
time,

or group circle,

group time, meeting

there is a time set aside each day

when children meet as a large group and certain business
of the day takes place. All of the six teachers had at
least one circle time a day.
Calendar
One of the rituals of circle time is "calendar." This
consists of the teacher, with the children,
the day of the week,

the month,

in which they find themselves.

identifying

and the day of the month
For many,

goes hand-in-hand with the calendar.

a weather chart

Five of the six

teachers performed the calendar ritual.

In general,

the

procedure was fairly perfunctory. All of them did it by
rote,

seemingly unconcerned about whether or not the

children learned anything from the activity.
this,

To illustrate

the following calendar episodes were transcribed

from each of the five teachers' videotapes:
Amy says, "We are going to do calendar now and
our weather so we can play. How about are we
ready for our calendar?" [She puts her fingers
to her lips and reminds the children not to talk
out.] "The name of the month is...Karen, do you
know this big word up here?" [She points to the
name of the month at the top of a large calendar
she has made on a piece of blue oaktag. Orange
pumpkins mark the days. "October" is written
across the top.] "I don't know," says Karen.
"You don't know? Can I ask someone else for some
help," asks Amy? "Tuesday," answers Tad. "Not
the days of the week, this word at the top of
the calendar." Amy points to the name of the
month again. "Remember we said all those
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letters? Oh, I know you know it. Is it right on
the tip of your tongue?” Tad struggles to get
the word out. ”Do you want me to give you a
clue? OK, the first sound, what's the first
letter up there? This big circle. It looks like
a donut.” She puts her finger on it, tracing it
round and round as she speaks. "Monday,” says
one child. "Karen just said the word. Say it
again, Karen." The child says "October." Amy
says, "What is it you guys?" "OCTOBER," yell the
children.
Michelle and Geoff are looking at the calendar
together and Michelle points to the day it was
Geoff's birthday and to the other
children's
birthdays in that month. [These and holidays are
recorded on the calendar.] "That was Passover.
What was this day?" She points to a day. "Monday
was a holiday. Does anyone remember what day was
the holiday?" "It was a birthday," says one
child. "Patriot's Day," calls out another child.
"Patriots' Day, right," says Michelle. "Remember
the TV marathon on? What was the marathon?"
"Running," calls out a child. "I saw the whole
thing," he said. "What day is going to come next
if yesterday was 17? 18, right! What does 18
look like? What numbers are in it? What numbers?
Is is a 2 and a 9," she asks of a child whose
attention is wandering. "1 and an 8," answers
another child. "A 1 and 8," confirms Michelle.
"What's it like out today?" "Sunny," respond
several children. She holds up Mac's namecard,
he gets up, chooses the sun from a folder of
symbols that Michelle is holding in her lap and
puts it on the calendar next to the date.
Rosemary says, "We'll do the calendar now. Do
you want to count with me?" The children count
as a group as Rosemary points to the numbers.
"Let's say the days of the week, OK?" The
children 3°in in, "Sunday, Monday," and so
forth. "Today is Tuesday." The children repeat
it after her. "The month is August. The year is
1990." The children repeat this after her. She
tapes the yellow circle with the date to the
calendar.
Valerie begins circle time. "Today Jessie is our
helper and weather person. Jessie today is
Friday, the 25th of May. Can you put a two and a
five in the empty square next to the 2 and the 4
on the bottom? That's it!" Jessie is having a
hard time making the 2 and the 5 stick. "Is it
sticking, Jessie?" Jessie shakes her head.
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Valerie crawls over and tries to make it stick.
"You know what? This velcro doesn't seem to be
working. I think for now we'll just put the 2 up
here." Valerie goes back to her spot on the rug.
Ruth begins circle: "All right, today is the day
after Tuesday." "Wednesday," calls out a child.
She hands a child a card with the day written on
it and the child attaches it to the calendar
above the Wednesday column. "And it is the day
after twelve," she says as she holds up a frog
with a thirteen on it. "Fourteen," calls out a
child. "Thirteen," call out several children.
"OK, today is Wednesday, March 13th. Tommy,
could you come up and do the weather chart for
us?" Tommy comes up, points the arrow on the
weather chart to the sun, and sits down.

The similarity of the performances of the calendar ritual
across the five classrooms,
striking.

regardless of age,

was

In all of them it was evident that few of the

children truly understood what was being taught but the
teachers forged ahead anyway.
Games and Other Learning Activities
All of the teachers used part of circle time to play
some sort of game with the group.

Often the activity they

chose to do during circle time reflected their beliefs
about what was important for children to learn.
example Rosemary,

For

for whom teaching the children the

colors is important,

played color games with them at

circle time:
Rosemary gets up and brings large, colored,
laminated circles over to the group. Let's start
with John. What color is this John?" She holds
up a purple circle. Frankie calls out, "Purple!"
"Green," says John gleefully. Rosemary smiles.
"What color is this, Carl?" She holds up a
yellow circle. "Purple," he calls out
enthusiastically. "No, this one is purple," says
Rosemary as she holds up the purple circle.
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"What is this color?" The children guess the
answers. She then lays all out all the circles
on the floor and says, "Listen. Listen to the
colors everybody, OK?" She points to each circle
and says the color of each one. The children
continue to assign their own color names to the
circles. She then starts again by holding up
circles one by one and asking the children to
identify the colors. The children begin to lie
back on the floor, some with their feet in the
air...Next she plays a "hide-the-circle" game.
This game requires each child to wait for his or
her turn while one child searches for a hidden
circle of a certain color.
Ruth, who values increasing children's knowledge of
the printed word,

did the following activity during her

circle time:
Next, she calls attention to a language chart
she has prepared. "We've been talking for three
days about farm animals. I want you to give me
some names of some farm animals so I can write
them down on out list. Be sure you raise your
hand." "A pig named Emily!" says one child. Ruth
repeats this and writes it down. This continues
until a list of eight or ten animals is
composed. "You guys are good!" As the children
begin to slow down Ruth asks, "How about the
animal that goes cock-a-doodle-do?" and "What
about the animal with long ears," she outlines
ears with her hands over her head. "A caribou!"
answers one child. "A caribou we see in the
forest. This one has long ears and eats
carrots." "A bunny rabbit," yell several
children. "OK," she recaps, "these are the farm
animals we have," and she reads the list.
The following circle time observation was made of
Michelle who values the building of children's self¬
esteem:
"If you guys want, we can look at the book you
made yesterday. I'll let Pam [one of the
children] read it to you." She gets the book and
she and Pam trade places. Michelle shows her how
to hold the book so the other children can see
and goes and sits on the floor with the
children. The children know the story so they
all say the words together. It is a repetitive

84

story with rhyming words so once the children
get into it they are chanting with enthusiasm.
The child who is reading smiles and smiles.
Michelle interjects words of encouragement from
her place at the back of the group. When Pam
finishes, Michelle goes back to the chair and
reads a book the children have made themselves.
Each child has drawn a picture, and she has
written the text. The children "read” the whole
book as Michelle turns the pages and follows the
text with her finger. Each child's name is on
the page they have illustrated and as she turns
the page, each one gets excited about seeing his
or her own picture. "Let's read it again," calls
out one child! Michelle goes through it again
picture by picture and has the children identify
each child's picture by asking, "Who is this
illustrated by?" Afterwards she says, "You can
read it later to yourselves at choice time."
Lisa, who believes in building children's self-esteem
by encouraging them to do things on their own, was
observed playing a pretend game with the children in which
they took the lead:
"I want to be a purple flower," says Sam out of
nowhere. Lisa picks right up on this, "What do
we need first?" She makes a small circle with
her thumb and forefinger. "Right, we need to be
a seed." The children curl up on the floor. "OK,
what do I need to do?" The children say "Dirt!"
"Cover you with dirt," says Lisa. She goes
through the motions. "Now what do I need to do?"
"Water," says one child. The game continues
through the sun shining, the plant poking
through the ground, growing, and blooming. The
children all participate, each in his or her own
individual way. As they begin to grow, Lisa asks
each one what color they are and what kind of
flower they would like to be. As the children's
interest begins to wane, Lisa sits on the floor
and spreads her legs in a "V". One child sits
between them and spreads her legs. The other
children follow suit until they are all sitting
in a line. Following Lisa's cue they all sing,
"Row, Row, Row Your Boat" and make the rowing
motions. Then she suggests they get in "separate
boats" and they begin to pretend they're going
fishing. Lisa, again, asks what they need as
they act it out while acting it out herself. The
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children enter into the game with intense
interest.
Valerie played a game with the children that required
them to identify objects through their sense of touch:
Valerie spreads a coat out on the floor and
says, "Everyone take off one shoe. We're going
to play a game.” They all slide their shoes
under the blazer. "Ashley, do you want to start
first? We're going to do it a little bit
different today. When you reach your hand under
the coat, see if you can feel your shoe. Touch
it and see if you can feel your shoe. Erin, can
you reach in and find your shoe? Don't look,"
Valerie says playfully. "Is it yours? It's a
white sneaker that feels like yours! Nope,
that's not it either. There are a lot of
sneakers in there!" Each child takes a turn as
the others look on. The children find their
shoes easily. They giggle as they play the game.
"No more shoes, we've got all the shoes! Does
everyone have theirs on?"
Amy, who likes to have long conversations with the
children,

led the following discussion during her circle

time:
"A beautiful day for a baseball game, huh Andy?
Have you been watching baseball? What team are
you routing for? What team do you want to win
the World Series? The Red Sox! I'd like them to
too but you know what? They're won zero games."
She makes a circle with her thumb and forefinger
as she says this. "Do you know that Tad's Uncle
Donny plays baseball? For what team, Tad?" The
Red Sox," answers Tad. "He plays for the Red
Sox," says Amy. "He doesn't play for the team
that's on TV, he plays for the team that's
underneath that one. He's like on the triple-A
team. My brother plays baseball too." Tad asks,
"is he on a team like my uncle?" "Not like the
Red Sox, he plays on the Chicago White Sox. And
do you know what he's doing tomorrow? They asked
him to get on a big plane and fly all the way
down to the Dominican Republic." Amy asks
another teacher to hand her the globe. She
continues, "it's hot there all the time. He's
going to play baseball there in the winter when
it's snowing here." She takes the globe and
says, "let me show you where he's flying the

86

plane to.” She holds the globe down near the
children and points. ”0h my goodness, see way up
here is where we live. See this little, little
pink place? That's where we live. He's going to
take a plane all the way down to an island right
here. He's going down there to play baseball.”
Interactions
Individual teaching styles can be identified by
watching how teachers interact with children at circle
time. How and where children are required to sit, how they
are expected to behave, how they are responded to when
they misbehave,

and how much they are encouraged to

participate are all aspects of teacher-child interactions
which can reflect a teacher's conceptions of teaching
young children. How each of the six teachers responded to
misbehavior during circle time is described below to
illustrate their individual teaching styles.
At Rosemary's circle time,

the children were expected

to sit on an arc of duct tape that is on the carpet with
their legs and their hands folded in their laps. Any
deviation from this resulted in either scolding or
threats.

For example,

the children began to get restless

during the color identification activity. The following is
an excerpt from field notes:
The children begin to lie back on the floor,
some with their feet in the air. ”Sit down,”
says Rosemary in a threatening voice. "Amy, sit
down or you will go back to Miss Carol [a
teacher in the younger toddler group]. Amy, do a
good job. Miss Carol is over there." Next she
plays a hide-the-circle game. This game requires
each child to wait for his or her turn and soon
those who are not playing are lying around on
the floor wagging their feet and poking at each
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other. Rosemary tells various ones to move until
they are all seated in the circle again.
Ruth handled misbehavior in a different way than
Rosemary. The following excerpt from field notes describes
the children's behavior and Ruth's response to it:
The children are in a circle formation, some
lying on their stomachs with their chins on
their hands, some are sitting with their arms
around each other( but all are attentive. [Ruth
has a circle outlined on the carpet with duct
tape but she has no rules for the way children
should sit.] Before Ruth starts to read she
makes sure everybody can see and reminds the
children they need to listen. One child is
restless and she says, "Sam, you're having a
hard time today." The children settle down. As
she reads she stops periodically to check with
the children about what they've heard. Sam
begins to bother another child again so Ruth
says to him, "Sam, please leave the circle until
you are ready to quiet down. Then to the group,
"you all need to show me you are listening to
the story." There is much verbal interchange
between Ruth and the children as the story
progresses.
Lisa's children sat in a loose formation in front of
her on the rug. They were in constant motion. She kept the
pace up and did many things that actively involved the
children. While Rosemary tended to use threats and
scolding, and Ruth used separation from the group, Lisa
used physical contact to deal with misbehavior. The
following is an excerpt from field notes on her circle
time:
Two of the children begin to get silly and start
pummeling each other on the floor. Lisa calmly
captures one and pulls him onto her lap...soon
John begins to wrestle with Sam again. Lisa
continues with the pretend game as she gently
separates them. To Sam who is engaging another
child in a scuffle she says, "you have your
choice. You can sit with us or you can sit by
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yourself. If you sit with us you need to listen
to my words and you need to sit down.” As she
says this she picks him up and sits him on her
lap.
Three of the six teachers had few discipline problems
during their circle times. Valerie placed fewer demands on
the children's behavior than some of the other teachers.
The children were seated in a loose circle formation and
one child was sitting in Valerie's lap. At one point a
child lay down on her stomach, chin propped on her hands.
There were no reprimands from Valerie during her circle
time.
Michelle's children sat in a cluster in front of her.
She only had to speak to a couple of children about their
behavior one time as they were crowding her and she asked
them to sit back. The children sort of milled around
during some of circle time but all seemed aware of what
was going on. She needed to use little discipline.
Like Michelle and Valerie, Amy's circle time was
discipline-free. Her children all sat cross-legged and
were scattered on the floor in front of her. She requested
they raise their hands if they wanted to say something but
she didn't enforce this rule to any great extent. The
children seemed to be very interested in all the circle
time activities.
Personal Biographies: Entry Into Teaching
Five of the six participants were white women in
their 20's. The sixth participant, Rosemary, was 40 years
old and a native of Puerto Rico who came to the mainland
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when she was 17. She was the only participant who was a
mother and a grandmother at the time I was visiting her.
(Michelle was 2-3 months pregnant when I began my work
with her and she has since had a son.) The two youngest
participants, Lisa and Amy, were the only two teachers who
went on to college right after graduation from high
school.
Only two of the participants began college as early
childhood education majors. Lisa, who was one of these,
couldn't remember a time when she didn't want to be a
teacher.

”1 always enjoyed working with children from when

I was even in elementary school...I started babysitting
when I was in sixth grade and I just really enjoyed it and
I knew I really wanted to teach children.”
Even though Michelle decided to enter the field of
early childhood just before she went to college, she was
aware that she had always had an affinity for working with
children. Looking back on her life as an only child she
spoke of her need for being with children,

”1 always

wanted to have a brother or sister. I grew up loving
children. I babysat a lot and I loved being with children.
That's always been there.” But even though her mother was
a teacher she didn't consciously think of becoming one
until she met her husband and had decided to go to
college. She told the following story:
I got married when I was only 20, and I
waitressed at Pizzeria Uno for a few years and
then decided I wanted to do something else. I
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wanted to go to college but didn't have any idea
what I wanted to study. I started looking
through college brochures when I just happened
to glance at early childhood education and I
said, "That's it! That's the right thing! That's
what I want to do."
She said her mother was "quite surprised" at her decision
to be a teacher. Michelle ultimately wants to be an
elementary school teacher so she was taking two courses
toward her goal of a Bachelor's degree at a private fouryear college.
Four of the six teachers entered college with majors
other than early childhood education.
four teachers,

For three of these

taking courses and being exposed to the

early childhood programs in their respective colleges were
strong influences in their decisions to change their
majors.

For example, when it was time for Amy to go to

college she talked to her mother about wanting to become a
teacher. Her mother's response was to tell her,
computers,

engineering,

blah,

blah,

blah,

"Go into

that's the

future." So Amy started college to become an engineer. At
the same time she started dating her husband and after two
months of school she began cutting classes.

She recalled:

I would just show up at his house, "Surprise!"
And he'd say, "What are you doing out of
school?" cause he was like a straight "A"
student. . .So he was the one that suggested I
go down to early childhood to see if I could
find something down there I wanted to do. As
soon as I walked into the child care center at
the college and walked down the hallway - there
were these posters, the bright sunshine, and
everything - it felt like it was my home. I
started talking with Carol [the coordinator of
the early childhood education program] and
decided to become a teacher." My husband was the
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one that always said, "as long as you're happy
and this is what you want to do, go for it!
Don't let anybody hold you back."
Amy has been happy with her decision ever since. She finds
teaching very relaxing, therapeutic, and fun. She does not
perceive her job as "work".
When Rosemary entered college in 1986 as a
secretarial major, she was married and had five children.
She recalled her feelings about being a student:
When I started school I was like, you know,
really afraid of everything, afraid to talk. .
.1 remember when I went to college the first
semester, I think, the second or third week,
this is not for me I'm outta here. . .1 went to
talk to one of my teachers after I had failed a
test and told her I was going to stay home and
forget about college. We had a long talk about
it and she gave me the confidence that I could
go to school...It was hard going to college but
I did it!
The following semester, after trying an early
childhood course, talking with other students, and having
many long talks with her advisor who was also the
coordinator of the early childhood education program, she
decided to enter it to become a teacher.
Three years after high school, after waitressing and
working in the business office of a social services
agency, Valerie decided to apply to a four-year college.
Much to her distress she was rejected because of her poor
high school grades. She was told to go to a community
college and take an English course and a couple of other
courses and reapply the following semester.
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Initially, Valerie didn't know whether she wanted to
go into teaching or nursing.
person.

"I'm a caregiver type of

I knew I wanted to go into some kind of human

services and work with people rather than machines." Her
experience of having a father who is a disabled veteran
living in a veterans' hospital for the past six years and
whom she visits several times a week, caused Valerie to
decide against nursing. She said:
With my dad being sick, I realized I had enough
sickness around me and it would probably burn me
out spending time with him in his hospital if I
was working in a hospital. It would probably be
too much and I'm so glad that I'm not a nurse.
It was the right decision.
Originally Valerie had decided to become an
elementary school teacher rather than a preschool teacher
but she took early childhood courses and,

for reasons

she's not sure of, she decided to stay at the community
college for another year. She recalled:
I still wanted to be an elementary school
teacher, I didn't want to have anything to do
with day care or preschool. I figured I'd just
stay the two years and get my Associate's degree
and go on for my Bachelor's. Then I started
student teaching and loved it! I decided not to
go on.
Ruth, the fourth teacher to change from her major in
general studies, could identify the several people and
circumstances that influenced her decision to become a
teacher. She spoke of a long history of taking care of
children as a babysitter, as a camp counselor, and as a
nanny. One of the people for whom she babysat and for whom
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Ruth has great admiration, was a teacher:

"She always

sensed I'd go into teaching." Having a brother with
special needs and whom she "loves to pieces" has made her
both entertain the notion of going into special education
and shying away from it.
I did want to go into special ed. so maybe that
was from my brother being in special ed. My
parents still want me to go into it but I've had
experience in special ed. and it's so draining.
I mean I might like to have a minor in special
ed. but it's so physically and emotionally
draining. It's just very hard.
Ruth decided to change her major shortly after she
entered college but she cannot recall what influenced her
to do this.

She,

like Michelle, was taking courses at a

local four-year college toward her Bachelor's degree.
All of the teachers named influential others who
guided them into the study of early childhood education.
Parent,

husbands,

friends,

and early childhood

professionals were instrumental in their decisions. Almost
all had other majors before ECE but once they were
converted they became genuinely committed. All of the
participants were content to be in their positions and
felt fortunate to be so happy in their careers as
preschool teachers.
Conceptions of Teaching Young Children
Certain beliefs and values teachers hold about
teaching young children guide them in their work. These
values and beliefs are derived from many sources and can
be identified by observing teachers in their classrooms
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and listening to them talk about teaching young children.
The six teachers' conceptions of teaching centered around
the goals they had for children's emotional,

social, and

cognitive development. Teaching, for them, was a means of
reaching these various parts of the whole child rather
than an end in itself. They seemed to be as concerned with
the instructional strategies and their understandings of
children as they were with the content of what they
taught.
Facilitating Emotional Development
All of the teachers saw the facilitation of
children's emotional development as one of their top
priorities. For example, as Ruth said when comparing
teaching preschool to teaching in elementary school,

"in

preschool you're dealing with a lot of emotional growth.
Teachers need to spend a lot of time dealing with
emotional growth." Four of the teachers identified
certain conditions that should exist for this to happen.
Besides time, the teacher's physical presence and
affection, the inclusion of parents, and the teacher's
emotional health were conditions they felt were needed to
provide children with an emotionally supportive
environment.
Physical Presence and Affection. Lisa and Rosemary,
the teachers of the youngest children, believed their
physical presence and affection provided children with
emotional support. For example, Lisa felt that as a
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teacher she should be "someone who is always there for
them.” She explained that this is especially important in
full-day care because,

"most of the children are here all

day and if they're sad or something, they can come to me
and I can give them a hug or whatever and make them feel
better." Rosemary also believes that love and affection
are important:
They need a person that will be there when they
cry, they need a hug, they need to just be with
you. You need to comfort them. [And, like Ruth,
she spoke of time]: If they need you, have time
to sit down with them and talk with them. Give
them time, give them love.
Working With Parents. Three of the teachers talked
about the importance of communicating with parents. Lisa
believes a preschool where parents, teachers, and the
director work together is another way a child's emotional
development can be enhanced. In her situation she said:
Everyone kind of works together and helps out.
If they [the parents] have anything they want to
bring in or if they want to participate in any
way, they can do that and if there's a problem
we can talk about it and try to work something
out."
Rosemary said:
We try to get communication going with the
parents. This Friday we're going to have a
picnic outside and have them [the parents] wear
a crazy hat. It's good for the children to see
their parents in school. It's very important for
them [the parents] to know the teachers and get
communication going.
Ruth shares Lisa and Rosemary's feelings about
working with parents. Closely related to her concern for
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children's emotional well-being is her concern for their
parents. She said:
I want the parents to know that while I'm here
to care for their children, I also care about
them...the parents need support as much as the
children do.
Teachers' Mental Health. Ruth was the only teacher
that actually identified a connection between a teacher's
mental health and that of her children's. She feels it's
important for teachers to be emotionally healthy
themselves to be able to foster children's emotional
development. About this she said:
You have to be the kind of person who can offer
emotional support. You have to be sure of
yourself so that you can make them feel better
about themselves and build their self¬
esteem. .. Children aren't meant to deal with
adults who need support. The children are the
ones who need support.
In addition to the existence of these identified
conditions that enhance children's emotional health, the
teachers talked about the direct interactions with
children that also contribute. These actions were helping
children feel good about themselves and promoting their
feelings of autonomy.
Helping Children Feel Good About Themselves. It is
generally believed that a positive self-concept is central
to healthy emotional growth. Helping children to develop
their self-esteem was mentioned as a goal by all six of
the teachers while three of them associated it with
providing them with opportunities to experience success.
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For example, Michelle made a direct connection between
feelings of success and self-esteem:
I really want children to feel good about who
they are. I think it's important for them to
feel successful in what they do in order to have
that self-esteem, to be able to accomplish new
tasks and move onto things in a positive manner.
So I try to offer things where they are going to
feel good about themselves. [Activities in
which] there is no right answer. If it's openended enough, everyone can have their own answer
and it can be right.
Ruth agreed with Michelle while also connecting self
esteem with learning as she believes that each feeds on
the other:
The choices we allow the kids are things that
are at the level where all kids can participate
no matter where they are [their own individual
level] in that activity...I want them to love
learning because that's one of the things I
love. I love school and I want them to enjoy it
too. I also want them to feel good about
themselves and have good self-esteem...They just
need a lot of support because you want to build
their self-esteem so they enjoy learning.
Lisa spoke of the sense of success and self-esteem
children feel in work they have done themselves:
I've seen that they're better when they do
things for themselves because they can learn and
they're real excited when they finish and
they're doing it themselves. They're really
proud. [About her hands-off policy in the block
area] I'll help if they want help but I just let
them build the way they want to do it because
when it's done I think they're proud of what
they did.
Promoting a Sense of Autonomy. Closely related to
these teachers' beliefs about how success fosters self¬
esteem is the importance they place on the development of
children's sense of autonomy. Encouraging children to do
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things for themselves as Lisa spoke of above, was a major
theme of both Michelle and Ruth.

For example, Michelle

said:
A lot of times it's just as easy to do it [for
them] than to encourage them to do it on their
own. [We should] show them how to do it ...I
like them to be able to solve their own little
problems and things like that.
Michelle was observed encouraging children to serve and
clean up after their snack,
to wipe up spilled juice.

to put on their own coats,

She was also observed teaching a

child how to tuck in his shirt step-by-step.
things such as,

She said

"Can you try it? What do you do if you

want to tuck it in? Hold your shirt up like this,
in,

and

let it go all the way down,

See,

tuck it

you can do it!"

Ruth also believes she should be instrumental in
building children's sense of autonomy.

She spoke of

several ways she does this:
[By providing them with] an open program where
children are allowed to make choices and the
activities foster independence. We try to let
the children do as much as possible by
themselves. We have child-size pitchers where
they can pour their own juice and milk and they
get to scoop out their own food.
Michelle's theme is building self-esteem by promoting
autonomy. To illustrate the connection she made between
these two areas of development she described her initial
interactions and subsequent success with a difficult child
in her group:
I was very positive [from the beginning];
praising him constantly, anything I saw. We had
a real bonding right off and a lot of trust and
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I let him know I really cared about him...I went
in thinking I'm going to make him feel like he
is the most special kid here...I think he needed
someone to boost it [his self-concept] so that's
the main goal I went in with just to make him
feel better about himself. He was also an
outcast from the group a lot because he smelled
and was having these accidents so we had a lot
of discussions while he was changing himself
about how if you can keep yourself from having
these [accidents] you'd probably be more
accepted, the kids wouldn't tell you you smell.
If you can do this by yourself...try and give
him the emphasis that he could do it. So In
three months I have seen a dramatic change in
him.
Facilitating Social Development
Most teachers and parents agree that one of the most
important skills children can learn in preschool is how to
get along with other people.

Healthy social development in

early childhood is believed to be a prerequisite to
healthy development in all areas of a child's present and
future life.

Getting along with each other,

and sharing

toys and materials were the primary aspects of social
development that three of these teachers were hoping to
enhance.

Guidance techniques that the teachers used are

included in this section because how children are
disciplined affects their social as well as their
emotional development.
Getting Along With Each Other.

Although it was

apparent all the teachers worked daily on helping children
to be friends,
example,

only two of them verbalized this goal.

Lisa said:

I'd like them to take turns, get along,
to each other, and to learn about each
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to talk

For

other...to understand other people's feelings
too.
Amy,

like Lisa,

stressed the importance of children

being able to get along with each other:
If I had a child that comes in knowing his ABC's
but he can't sit down and play with another
child, I'd be more worried about him than the
child that can play but is not interested in any
kind of cognitive things at all. Probably just
playing and getting along is the most important.
Learning To Share.

One of the realities of group life

and getting along together is being able to share toys and
materials.

It is generally believed that teaching the

concept of sharing to very young children is a long and
arduous process.

Learning to share was specifically

mentioned as a goal for social development by three of the
teachers.

Although Rosemary's group was the youngest,

sharing was a strong value she held:
I try to teach them that they need to share.
That they have toys and the other kids come and
they want to play, they have to let them play
with the toys too. They get in an argument, that
toy is mine and that toy is yours. The toys in
the room are everybody's toys and they need to
share. Preschoolers understand more. With the
toddlers [it] is more difficult to teach them.
They don't know how to share so every time I can
use the word "share” I use it.
Most of Lisa's children were the only child in their
families so she explained what they needed to learn about
group life and sharing:
They have their own toys at home and if they put
it [a toy] down it's there to pick up when
they're finished playing with something else.
Here, if you put it down, it's gone. Somebody
else has it.
Lisa was observed breaking up many squabbles over toys.
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Amy spoke of both getting along and sharing when
describing her goals for social development.

She said:

[The most important thing to me is] the sharing
and the getting along with their friends and the
correct way to talk to their friends [when they
want something the friend has], I really don't
like [children saying] "gimme that."
Developing Inner Controls. The overall goal of
disciplining young children should be to help them develop
their own inner controls.

It is generally believed the

best way to do this is through the use of positive
guidance techniques such as encouraging desired behavior,
redirecting children who are misbehaving,
clear limits

(Bredekamp,

and setting

1987). The teachers in this study

referred explicitly to the first two of these techniques.
Encouraging Desirable Behavior.

It was evident from

both observations and interviews that five of the six
teachers were proponents of encouraging desired behavior
by telling children what they can do while downplaying the
negative.

For example,

Lisa talked about giving

alternatives while avoiding the use of "no" and "don't"
when disciplining children because she believes:
They don't listen as well if you say these
words. If you tell children what something is
for or what it is not for, I think they
understand...it gives them some direction.
Lisa was observed using such phrases as,

"The table is not

for lying on, you can lie on the bench." And,
not for hitting.

"Walls are

Do you want me to help you?" And,

"John,

you need to put the toys away and line up at the door."
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Ruth's beliefs about letting children know what you
expect of their behavior were similar to Lisa's:
I try to let the kids know exactly what I expect
from them and I tell them the behavior they
should be doing. Instead of [saying] "don't
stand on the chair," I say, "put your feet on
the floor"...If I say "don't" they're not going
to hear the "don't", they're going to hear
"stand on the chair;" you're not giving an
alternative to what they're doing.
Ruth was heard following this axiom by saying,

"Carey,

your bottom needs to be on the chair," and "keep the water
in the water table." She also offered choices,

"Tommy,

you

can play in the writing center or you can play with John.
You want to play with John? Then you have to sit down."
She also used positive reinforcement by recognizing
children when they were doing what was expected of them:
"I'm so glad you guys are looking at books in the
library."
Michelle also spoke of trying to get her children to
behave in appropriate ways by accentuating the positive
and downplaying the negative:
I try to give as much reinforcement so they'll
go toward that [positive] behavior rather than
constantly having to find the negative and
putting them in their place kind of thing.
To a child she was overheard saying,

"Good words, Karl,

but you know I don't like pushing. Use you're words again.
Tell him you don't like pushing."
Amy talked about how she helps children behave in
acceptable ways:
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You never put them down. They're only three and
four years old, this is their time to make
mistakes and experiment and try things out...[A
child who is misbehaving] needs someone to sit
there with them and help them get over their
frustration...A child [in this situation] I
would take under my wing for the whole day, be
my shadow, follow me around type thing.
Amy used statements such as,

"You know I really like the

way you're sitting at circle time."
Although Valerie did not articulate her beliefs about
encouraging desired behavior,

she was heard saying while

playing a fishing game with the children,
you got it.

You studied the hook.

"I like the way

Everyone is very

patient."
Unlike the other five teachers,

Rosemary believes in

a more directive approach to get the behavior she desires.
In direct contrast to Valerie beliefs that children should
have the "freedom to be themselves," her theme is "to be
in control...in control of the classroom." For example,
when getting ready for circle time or to go outside
Rosemary's children needed to be sitting on the duct tape
circle on the rug with their legs crossed and their hands
in their laps. While talking about this later she said:
I like them to line up, and to sit in circle the
correct way, and get ready [to go outside]. I
think I teach them to cross their legs 'cause if
they don't, and somebody had to walk by they'd
fall. At the same time, they learn to control
themselves. I think if they sit down and do
whatever, then they're going to learn to control
themselves to do what they have to do properly.
Another example of her controlling approach was seen
in one observation in which a child was misbehaving at
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lunch time by turning around in her chair and trying to
get the researcher's attention by being silly.
over backwards.

She tipped

The following is an excerpt from field

notes:
Rosemary rushes over immediately and in a stern
voice says, ”Amy is not ready. Go sit over there
[on a mat away from the group] until you are
ready. Amy, get ready! You need to sit there and
be quiet.” [Amy is crying steadily making highpitched sounds.] Rosemary goes over and sits in
front of her taking hold of Amy's hands with
both of hers. She says, "Come and look at me,
Amy. You need to be quiet. OK? Are you ready to
sit in your chair without moving?" After Amy
becomes quiet she is allowed to go to the table
where she eagerly begins to eat her lunch.
Rosemary later explained:
They need to learn. If they are doing something
wrong at the table, they are not behaving and
you give them food, they are never are going to
learn to control themselves.
Although Rosemary taught the youngest children of any of
the teachers,

she was the most strict with them and unlike

the other five,

often used negative discipline,

e.g.,

"No!" and "Don't."
Redirecting. Three of the teachers spoke about and/or
exhibited the technique of redirecting children when they
were engaging in unacceptable behavior.

This is another

positive and nonpunitive guidance technique. Valerie
defined it in the following way:
[Redirecting means] getting them away from what
they're doing that you don't want them to do so
you're focusing on what they can do.
One time Amy was observed singing songs with her
group and the children began to get boisterous.
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Instead of

reprimanding them she skillfully calmed them down by
involving them in acting out a quiet song.
about "moving children to another area”

She also talked

for "time away" to

help them control their behavior.
Like Amy and Valerie,

Michelle spoke of moving

children:
Something I usually attempt is redirecting.
Hopefully just being able to remove them from
the situation where they are having the
difficulty and putting them into another area
where they can focus better.
Facilitating Cognitive Development
Teachers'

conceptions of how children learn best

affect not only the goals they have for children but also
how they teach.
teachers'

It was believed,

actions and/or words,

through "hands-on" experiences.

as evidenced by all six
that children learn best
"Hands-on",

a phrase that

is commonly used in preschool culture but doesn't appear
formally in the literature,

means providing children with

concrete learning experiences with materials and people
(Bredekamp,

1987).

It is interesting to note that this was

a term the teachers in this study also used to refer to
one of the ways they were taught in their teacher
education programs.
Hands-on Experiences.

Four of the six teachers spoke

directly about the importance of the hands-on approach to
help children learn.

For example,

during one of my visits

I observed Michelle engaging the children in a science
experiment.

Each child,

in turn,
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was encouraged to try out

their own ideas and talk about their findings.

She said of

this experience:
If I can get them involved, that to me, is the
most interesting way for them to learn...they
have to be able to participate and that's why I
think it is important that each child have their
own opportunity during the science experiment
rather than just to watch me.
Michelle spoke of her beliefs about how children can't
learn as well if they are just observers and not able to
participate:

"How boring to just watch someone doing

something and then be expected to learn from it."
Valerie agreed with Michelle about the value of
"hands-on" experiences.

When talking about her new

woodworking bench she said,

"the kids get great

satisfaction about putting a nail in and to use tools
where they're always told,
yourself.'

To come in

'don't touch that,

[my classroom]

you'll hurt

and all of a sudden

to be able to use them!" Throughout my visits to Valerie
classroom I saw children exploring,

experimenting,

and

creating as they were actively involved in "hands-on"
learning such as playing with magnets,
fingerpaint,

making their own

doing a sink-or-float activity,

as well as

constructing at the woodworking bench.
Lisa felt that children learn best through hands-on
experiences.
seeing,

She spoke of the importance of combining

touching,

and talking in the following way:

[I like them] to be able to touch everything and
to see things. Like if I was talking about
something, to bring it in, have them see it or
if we're going to talk about leaves [for
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example], to go on a nature walk and pick them
up and bring them back and make a collage.
Amy also talked about children needing "touchy-feely
type things:"
I think this age, the preschool three's and
four's, need more sensory and hands-on types of
things; moreso than the older ones.
She described how she integrates the teaching of concepts
into all the children's activities to provide them with a
"hands-on"

or sensory approach to learning:

Even in the block center, we do shapes or we
play with shapes. We have cards with letters on
them and then they make playdough and try to
make the letter "B" with the playdough. So [they
learn through] more sensory things.
Real-life experiences are another form of hands-on
learning.

Walks in the woods and visits to a construction

site are examples of the real-life experiences Valerie
provided for her children.

The following are excerpts from

field notes taken on a visit she made with her group to a
nearby construction site:
[A crane is lifting steel girders up to the top
level of a building where men are waiting to
receive and weld them.] Look at this. They have
a steel bar. That's a blow torch. They need it
to weld metal together... Look, look they have a
window and a side fastened to it [the crane]. I
think it's going to go up to where those men
are...Oh, here it comes again, it's going up.
It's coming up, it's just hanging there, it's
spinning around. Look, he's got a hook, he's
trying to hook it like he's fishing!...Look,
they fit the window right in.
She believed actually observing and talking about a
building in progress provided the children with
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information they would not have grasped without the
concrete experience.
Although Ruth didn't use the term "hands-on”,

she was

observed providing a variety of these kinds of experiences
for children,

i.e.,

cooking, making big books, water table

activities including mud, plus the curriculum materials
mentioned under the "teaching contexts" section of this
chapter.
Like Ruth, Rosemary didn't use the term "hands-on";
nevertheless,

she was observed providing these kinds of

experiences for her children.

But they were presented in a

more controlled way.
Learning Through Play. Related to hands-on learning
is the concept of children learning through play.

Amy,

whose theme is "play and having fun", uses play as a
source of learning for children and provides many
opportunities for it to counteract pressures to achieve in
academic areas. About play she said:
They learn so much from play. It's overlooked
how much they learn from play by everybody,
especially the parents. Some of the parents
worry about the play if their children don't
bring home papers every day. But in play they
learn like the shapes of blocks, the [different]
weights, [the concept of] heavier. Things that
they learn just playing with other children,
[such as] getting along, being able to share. In
all the areas they learn so much like the
dramatic play, now they're learning about the
fire station and they don't even know it. We'll
go see the hook and ladder truck and they go,
"What's a hook and ladder truck?" They only know
it cause they were driving one in school. I
think play is very important. I wish they could
play all the time!
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Following Childrens Interests.

Three of the teachers

spoke of the importance of teaching children about things
in which they show an interest.

For example, Valerie,

whose theme is "taking cues from children," tries to be
sensitive to what is going on in children's lives, what
children are interested in,

and then to build her

curriculum from this information.

She feels "children

should be with adults who are tuned into their interests
and who let them do what they are interested in rather
than do what they have to do." She recalled how one
activity, visiting a construction site,

came about:

One day I was driving into the parking lot and I
saw a bulldozer and everything and I said,
"We've got to go down and see that." Well, this
one little boy, Danny, he's just really into
stuff like that. I wouldn't be surprised if he
grew up to be a foreman on a construction job!
Anyway, we were watching from the play yard and
I said, "Let's take a walk down there." So we
went down and the man who was running the crane
was taking a break and he saw the kids and he
got in the crane and put on a show for us. He
was scooping dirt and dropping it. It was just
wonderful, really exciting. This was way back in
the beginning of the fall and we just have gone
down there like at least every two weeks. So
we've been kind of following the stages of the
construction...! like to take off on what the
kids are taking off on.
Both Ruth and Michelle spoke of allowing children to
follow their own interests by making choices.

For example,

Ruth said:
They tend to learn better when they have
choices, when they pick what they want to do.
it's more relaxed they tend to do better too.
Today was relaxed and there were a lot of
choices of things for them to do.
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If

About the total involvement of her group during a
collage activity that allowed the children to choose how
they wanted to use the materials, Michelle said:
I think it's [children's involvement] because
it's what they've actually done because I've
allowed them to do what they have an interest in
doing. In my first practicum a lot of things
were put out for the children just to decide
what they liked and the things they could create
on their own seemed to go over best.
Teacher Direction. Rosemary, whose philosophy
theme)

(and

is in direct contrast to Valerie and Michelle's

ideas of allowing children to make choices and follow
their own interests,

believes children learn best by

teachers directing them in their activities. Her
preference for teacher-direction was apparent in the
methods she used in the housekeeping and art areas of the
classroom.
She ushered all the children into the housekeeping
area where they were told to "pretend you are cooking"
while she laid out pots and pans and make-believe foods on
the table. As the children stood around the table and
played with the dishes she said,

"Are you going to wash

the dishes? You need to wash the dishes over here.
help you.

I'll

You do half and I'll do half." She did speak of

allowing the children to choose from two or three areas in
the room out of necessity when there were more children in
the group but admitted she preferred to "keep them all
together."
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Another example of her preference for teacher
direction was apparent during two different art
activities.

In one where the children made "color

machines" and the other a school bus,
child,

one at a time,

she worked with each

indicating where to paste pre-cut

shapes by squeezing dots of glue onto a paper on the
desired spots.

The other children sat at the table and

waited for their turns and then for the other children to
finish. Rosemary explained:
If I put everything on the table and let them do
it, they're just not going to learn. They're
just going to do it just for doing it and not
for the purpose of learning anything. My purpose
is to do an activity, keep them busy, and at the
same time they can learn. So if I do one child
at a time, I can talk with them and ask them
questions and they can learn a little bit.
Views of Teacher Education Programs
All of the six teachers spoke highly of their teacher
preparation programs. This section describes the
references they made to the relationships they formed
within their programs, the methods used to teach the
courses,

and their overall evaluation of the program

components.

The content of what they learned and how it

relates to their teaching is described in more detail in
Chapter V.
Peer Relationships
All of the participants referred to the small size of
their classes as a positive aspect of their early
childhood teacher education programs. The average size of
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the entering classes was anywhere from 20-30 students and
anywhere from one-half to two-thirds of these students
graduated two years later. All of the programs were
administered by one person who also taught classes.
Adjunct faculty taught the remainder of the courses. The
small size of the programs and the sharing of many common
experiences within the programs seemed to promote a
feeling of closeness among the students and the faculty.
For instance,

Lisa spoke of the feeling of camaraderie

among the students in her program:

"It was a small class

so we all went everywhere together...we really worked as a
team.

.

.everyone said we had the most school spirit."

Ruth said,

"Early Childhood is so enmeshed.

lot of time with each other.

You spend a

You have to like the people

or at least be able to tolerate them because you're so
close together. We had a good time."
Amy spoke of the opportunities her small classes
provided for sharing experiences:
The classes were so small there was so much
feedback back and forth that you weren't always
listening to the professor teach the class. You
were listening to Jane down there who works in a
school and could teach the professor about
something.
Student-Faculty Relationships
Close personal relationships between students and
faculty were fostered by the small size also.

Lisa

described her relationships with her teachers as being
"very close because we had them [professors]
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for a lot of

courses within the two years. We all knew each other,

it

was nice.”
Valerie said about her program,

"It was small...so we

had lots of individualized attention.

I didn't get lost.

If I were in a class of 300 people like my friend at BU,

I

would have gone right through the cracks."
Amy said:
It was a nice small school [program]. You always
knew there was someone around in that area [the
ECE Department]. It was like a family, like
Sheryl, Grace, and Carey [all professors], they
were like the mothers, you know, and we were
like the little children blossoming. I enjoyed
it.
(All the teachers,
name,

if they referred to their professors by

used their first names.)
Rosemary, who attended the same college as Amy,

always felt comfortable going to one of her early
childhood education professors who was very helpful.

"I

used to go to her office and talk a lot about it [ECE].
She gave me a lot of advice on how to deal with things...I
learned a lot from her."
Ruth felt she had advisors who were very responsive
especially when students had problems.

She spoke of her

advisor, who also taught courses and supervised her
student teaching,

as "being there to be your friend" as

well as someone who "spurs you on to do your best work."
Faculty and student off-campus outings seemed to be one
unique characteristic of her program. One professor who
taught a class on models of early childhood education,
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took the class to see a demonstration school at a nearby
university.

On the way back they stopped at a restaurant

to eat. This same professor had a potluck supper with the
students at her house at the end of the year.
Unlike the other five teachers, Michelle made no
mention of the affective aspects of her program and spoke
primarily of its intellectual challenges.

For example,

when she spoke of her favorite professor she talked about
her high expectations for students:
She has a wonderful gift for teaching. She
really gets you interested but she expects just
as much of you as she expects of herself. She is
always on the brink of overdoing it. She always
takes on more than she should and always is
stressed to the max but she expects you to be
able to do the same.
Teaching Methods
Courses that provided "hands-on" experiences with
materials were favored by all six teachers. Many of their
curriculum courses were run as workshops with the students
acting as both planners and participants. All of these
courses encouraged sharing of ideas among students.
example,

Ruth said,

this ECE program].

For

"you do a lot of hands-on things

[in

One day it's like all playdough day and

you make ten different kinds of playdough and each person
gets to try it and see what it's really like."
Valerie spoke of an art and music course in which she
and the other students had to take over the class:
There was a collage workshop. The students set
it all up on our own. She [the professor] did
not give us any help. We had to do it right down
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to how to set up the tables, where to put the
tables...what to cover the tables with. I
learned the most from these hands-on
experiences. [And for the music segment of the
course], one week we'd have to bring in a finger
play, songs, musical instruments, we had to make
musical instruments.
Amy spoke about how each curriculum area in a course
she took would culminate in a workshop also:
It was kind of like straight lecture at first.
We would go through our notes and write things
down, and the month or the week we were talking
about art [for example], she would give us art
ideas.
We would do big discussion things and at the end
of the week our assignment would be to come up
with an art activity for the whole class to play
with as if we were children. So if you were
doing painting, you had to make sure you have 20
smocks to bring for all the "children.” It was
like trying it out on adults first type thing.
She did that with each area like music you had
to make instruments, for story either reading a
story or making a flannel board. It was more or
less like a workshop. She'd tell us what to do
and we would put things out to do. We would
bring in our own materials...I remember walking
around all the time I always had glue and
crayons in my book bag. Everyone else had their
calculators, I had glue and crayons.
Michelle recalled one course where she learned about
creative activities for children by the workshop method:
We did have one course where we had to make our
own fingerpainting recipes. And when we made our
own recipes and shared our things, tried using
them and experimenting with them and then had to
extend it. That was a good course.
She was the only participant who said she wished she had
"a little bit more of a hands-on learning” in her college
program. About learning hands-on in a block workshop
sponsored by her company,

she said,
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"That kind of thing is

so much more informative when you can actually do a handson approach.”
Three of the six teachers spoke of learning through
hands-on experiences with people as part of their
coursework. Rosemary and Lisa tried out activities they
had designed on children,

and Amy worked with handicapped

adults.
Rosemary remembers working with one preschool age
child on a regular basis outside of the classroom,
bringing the child on-campus twice a semester.

and

She

described the parts of the course that impressed her the
most,

that is,

actually trying out activities on these

children:
You have to be with the child, you have to check
with the child what he or she does, how she
plays, how she talks, and you have to write
everything. You have to read books about it, you
have to do like day care and we have different
activities for the kids and there are three or
four teachers in each area and we let them
play...Before we have the co-op [children on
campus] we have to write a lesson plan on what
you're going to do, and explain everything what you're going to do, how you're going to do
it, the materials you use to do it, and for how
long.
Lisa,

like Rosemary,

recalled the opportunities she

had to try out her activities on children. Her college has
an on-campus preschool which the early childhood faculty
made good use of as a resource for college classes.

For

example,

the

as a final project for a curriculum class,

preschoolers and their parents were invited to participate
in all the activities each student had developed around a
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specific theme. Lisa spoke about making games for another
class:

"we'd bring them in and try them out on the

children to make sure they worked." In her special needs
class she produced a puppet show around a Raggedy Ann
puppet that had a hearing disability. The children from
the preschool were invited to her production.
Amy was the only teacher who talked about learning
how to teach young children through working with adults.
She worked with handicapped people in a special needs
class by going square dancing one evening a week for a
whole semester with mildly retarded adults. She had to
write a report on her experience. About what she learned
from this she said:
It was fun, it helped me. I had never dealt with
anybody who was mildly or severely retarded but
there were some that had seizures and I think it
just opened my eyes. Like I could have a child
in my classroom that has a seizure! So I got a
lot out of it. I feel more comfortable now
either around like we go to Brentwood [a nearby
nursing home where the teachers take the
children every Friday afternoon] visiting
residents who are in wheelchairs and I feel more
comfortable. I'm not scared.
Preparation for Teaching
All six teachers viewed their teacher education
programs as being invaluable in preparing them to work
with young children. Although they all viewed their direct
work with children as the most valuable component of their
teacher preparation programs, unlike the research findings
reported in many of the studies referred to in Chapter II,
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they also found their coursework very useful in their
teaching.

(This is described more fully in Chapter V.)

Three of the six teachers spoke of the variety of
experiences in their teacher education programs that
prepared them for teaching. For example, when Ruth was
asked if she could do her job just as well without her
teacher education program, Ruth replied:
I don't think I'd be as good a teacher if I
didn't have the education I have. I learned a
lot, I think, for a two-year program. I think I
received the best education I could have for a
two year program in early childhood. Going to
different kinds of schools, seeing different
people teach, and knowing what kind of teacher
you want to be...it's a wide range of
experiences and a lot of hard work. I couldn't
have gone in [the classroom] and done it without
the degree.
To emphasize her point, she went on to compare her
experiences with those of her classmates at a four year
college where she is taking night courses:
I have people [in my class] who are elementary
education students and the teacher asks how many
of us are education students. The entire class
raises their hands. [Then she asks] how many of
you are working with children, and there are
only two of us! So I think it's the practical
experiences that prepare you [for teaching].
Amy felt prepared also:
When I came out of there I was so prepared, I
was so ready to jump right in, I was ready for
the workload. I knew that it didn't end at three
o'clock when you go home. When you hear that
someone has gone to my college you know that
they've had the training that you'd want. You
know you don't have to spend 20 minutes telling
them that they have to clean up the floor after
a paint activity cause they've had to do it by
themselves in student teaching.
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Amy,

like all of the other teachers,

identified her

practicum as the most valuable aspect of her preparation
but she also spoke of the benefits she derived from her
courses:
I think my student teaching prepared me but a
lot of the courses did too. I probably remember
more from student teaching because I had such a
good time doing it that a lot of it stuck with
me. I know for a fact that all the courses built
you up for your student teaching, you know. Like
I had to go through a lot of behaviors to find
out what to do before I got with a lot of
children.
Like Amy, Lisa spoke of the combination of elements
that prepared her for the realities of teaching:
I think I was pretty well prepared from
different things, bits and pieces of courses
helped. And just from other experiences [like]
working at my preschool [in high school], and my
practice teaching in college. I think it all
kind of worked together.
The other three teachers identified specific
components of their teacher education programs that they
felt best prepared them for the realities of teaching. For
example, direct experience with children, whether in
courses or in student teaching, was the most valuable
aspect for Rosemary. Working directly with children in her
two-semester curriculum course was a good learning
experience for her. About her practicum she said:
I learned how to deal with the activities, how
to deal with kids when they argue or something,
when one has something and the other wants it. I
learned how to deal with the parents, that's
very important. I learned a lot from student
teaching, I learned a lot.
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Valerie referred to her practicum experiences as
being the best preparation for the reality of teaching but
in a different sense.

She spoke of learning "what not to

do" from her first experience and was glad when her
professor required her to try another place for her
second.

This second place is where she now works. About

this she said:
I'm so glad I came here. I think it's really
good they discourage you from doing your student
teaching in the same place because they think
it's important to see other centers and other
people. I think it's important too! I think as
it turned out it was good for me to see the
other side.
Valerie attributed much of her curricular knowledge and
instructional strategies to this second experience.
Looking back,

she valued the opportunity to compare and

contrast the two field experiences.
Michelle was the only teacher who felt unequivocally
that her practicum experiences were her major source of
learning how to teach in her teacher education program.
She explained:
The practicum is the one that gives you the most
ideas, that is the most useful. Being able to
know what you're comfortable with and seeing how
other people do it (which may be something
you're comfortable with or you're not
comfortable with) but at least you're learning
whether you like it or not. I can't say enough
about practicum. To me that is what stands out
of all the different things - the three
different practicums [sic]. Each one, I could go
on about an hour on what I did in each of those
different sessions, whereas I look back on the
courses and I could probably talk five minutes
but the practicum really stands out.
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It appears that the practica,

as well as the teacher

development activities provided by her employer, made up
for the lack of hands-on courses she felt her program was
lacking.
Conclusion
This chapter has presented a group portrait of the
six teachers' to begin to answer the research questions:
What are preschool teachers' conceptions of teaching young
children? and What are preschool teachers views of the
content and process of their preparation programs? The
next chapter addresses the remainder of the research
questions as it examines the six teachers' perceptions of
where, when,

and how they learned to teach.
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CHAPTER
ANALYSIS:

V

PERCEIVED SOURCES OF TEACHING KNOWLEDGE
Introduction

The overarching research question that has guided
this study is:

From what sources do teachers derive the

knowledge they use to teach young children? In response to
this question.

Chapter V presents a cross-case analysis of

the six preschool teachers' perceptions of the people,
events,

and experiences which have influenced what they

believe about teaching young children and the actions and
decisions they make in their classrooms. The results of
this analysis are organized around the three phases of the
learning to teach continuum as described in the literature
on teacher socialization
Gore,

1990).

(Feiman-Nemser,

In this study,

1983;

Zeichner &

the pretraining phase is

referred to as "early personal experiences”,

the

preservice phase as "formal teacher education",

and the

induction phase as "early professional experience." Each
phase is organized around the sources that contribute to
the three areas of the adapted pedagogical content
knowledge model as described in Chapter II:
knowledge,

instructional strategies,

curricular

and understanding

children.
Early Personal Experiences
Early personal experiences refer to significant
events and relationships which potential teachers have
beginning in early childhood and continuing up to their

entrance into formal teacher preparation programs.

This

period is identified as the pretraining phase of learning
to teach in the literature

(i.e.,

Feiman-Nemser,

1983).

It

is generally believed that these early experiences result
in certain attitudes and values students bring with them
to their teacher education programs and that these
predispositions to teaching are arguably difficult to
alter.

The early personal experiences to which these

preschool teachers referred were primarily those things
that happened within their families and school settings.
Both implicit and explicit connections that the teachers
made between what they do in their classrooms and their
memories of parents,

of family events and experiences,

and

of their own school experiences are presented in this
section of the chapter.
Parents and Curricular Knowledge
Two of the participants spoke of memories of certain
events and experiences with their parents and made
explicit connections with how these have influenced their
curricular knowledge and therefore,

the activities they do

with children on a regular basis in their classrooms.
For example, Valerie, whose favorite area of the
curriculum is books and stories,

recalled her mother's

influence:
My mother taught me to respect books. She used
to read to me every night. My favorite childhood
memory is my mother reading to me and I think
it's just such a good way to present a positive
thing to a child. We [in the classroom] are
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trying to start something with having the
parents come in and read to the kids, not just
the teachers, some of the guys that work in
maintenance came in and read, the receptionist
out in the hallway [came in and read]. It's nice
for kids to see that everybody reads and reading
is great. . .1 do the Scholastic Book Club for
parents. It's really nice to have a parent say
to me, "Can you recommend a good book?"
Woodworking is another one of Valerie's favorite
curriculum areas.

She spoke of her early experiences with

it:
Dad was a woodworker, and my brothers were
woodworkers, and I just grew up around that.
[She related this to what she does with
children] There's so much you can do with it.
With the woods right out back, it's so great
when we're talking about where wood comes
from...So the wood table is new in our room so
it's really exciting for me.
Ruth, who also integrates books into every area of
her program and whose husband worries that she would
rather "spend my money on children's books than pay the
rent," spoke of getting her love of books from her
parents:
My mother always read to us when we were little.
She always bought us books out of the children's
[book] club, and my father's a big reader. I
just love children's books. . .I'm a big reader
myself. It's just one thing I'm fanatical about.
Ruth also recalled her parents exposing her to a lot
of music:
My parents have always sung songs to me since I
was real little. When they used to take us on
camping trips we'd sing all the goofy driving
songs and have a lot of fun. My brother loves
music, I love music. I really enjoy singing with
the kids and playing different tapes. I enjoy
different kinds of music.
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Ruth sings songs with her children during group circle
time and also during transitions between activities.
Parents and Instructional Strategies
Four of the teachers spoke of the influences their
parents had on their instructional strategies.

This area

of pedagogical content knowledge refers to teacher-child
interactions including how discipline is handled.

The

teachers spoke of flexibility, modeling, having fun
together,

and giving choices as instructional strategies

they favored and how their parents had influenced their
preferences.
Michelle learned how to be flexible and spontaneous
from her mother who was a middle school geography teacher
when she was growing up. When speaking about watching her
mother as a teacher and a role model,

she related:

was always pretty impromptu - if it doesn't work,

"She
let's

try something else...it was never put in stone." Michelle
said of her own work,

"I tell them,

'all right,

guys,

this

just is getting out of hand, why don't we go outside.'"
Rosemary, who believes that children learn best from
modeling,

traced this belief back to her early years.

show them and they see,

they have to see

"You

[how something is

done before they can do it themselves]...I think I learned
that from my parents. That's one thing [way]

they taught

me when I was small." During an observation,

she was doing

a fingerpainting activity with shaving cream.

One little

boy wouldn't touch the paint and Rosemary began showing
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him how to do it.

During the stimulated recall interview

she said:
I thought while he was scared to touch it...if
they see the teacher doing it they do it...so
they can see you do it. [On the videotape the
child begins to put his hands in the shaving
cream.] See, cause now he's playing. Before he
was sitting looking at everybody like what am I
going to do? It's like being afraid of something
like that. They're scared to touch it and they
don't want to get dirty so if somebody [like]
the teacher does it, they start doing it too.
Ruth attributes her willingness to "cut loose" with
the children and other adults in her classroom to parental
influences.

She told the following stories:

I remember my father was out one night, and so
my mother put on this roaring twenties album.
It's like flapper music. My brother, my mother,
and I danced around the livingroom and we had
the best time. It was hysterical. [Another time]
my whole family got in a paper fight. We just
started crumpling up ditto sheets and our whole
house was covered with little white balls of
paper.
Ruth went on to speak of what she and her co-teacher do in
their classroom:
Helen and I have a blast. She can be goofy too
and the kids love it. Yesterday we had the music
playing because we had a lot of kids in the
afternoon. So we put music on and started doing
these goofy dances and the kids are cracking up.
It's good when you can just cut loose.
Valerie, who believes in taking cues from children
and allowing them to make choices,

recalled how her mother

weaned her small brother away from his bottle:
When my brother was two
bottle at night and she
up. So for one week she
nights, then two more."
had him throw it in the

and he still had a
wanted him to give it
told him, "Three more
On the last night she
trash can. He went to
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sleep and when he woke up he asked where his
bottle was. My mother said, "We threw it out,
remember?” and he said, "Oh yeah,” and went back
to sleep and he never needed it again.
Valerie also credited her mother with having a lot of
common sense about matters relating to child rearing and
attributes this quality in her mother to her own teaching
skills.

She said:

I think I learned a lot [from her]. She had
patience with me, she let me help. When we went
to the grocery store she let me get two boxes of
yellow jello and she let me put everything away.
When we went to McDonald's for lunch, she let me
carry the tray to the table. She always let me
do things. We cooked together.
Valerie also attributes her attitude toward
discipline to her mother:
I learned a lot from my mother. She was very big
on ignoring the negative and reinforcing the
positive. I was never punished as a kid mostly
because basically I was a good kid but I was
never punished, I was never sent to my room,
[or] put in a corner.
Valerie was never observed reprimanding or punishing a
child.
Michelle, who spoke of how she believes adults should
treat children in general,

spoke of the Golden Rule and

where she learned it:
Children should be respected and treated as we
[adults] would want to be treated. Love thy
neighbor as thyself. Then everyone gets along
much better. They'll respect you if you respect
them...that belief probably goes way back to
something my parents instilled in me and then a
combination with the fact that I like going to
church. I'm fairly religious.
As the psychoanalytic explanation of teacher
socialization suggests,

it seems these teachers have
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internalized some values and traits of their parents
through identification and have made them a part of the
teaching strategies they currently use.
Experiences As A Parent and Curricular Knowledge
Rosemary was the only parent among the six teachers.
Her experiences as a parent of a child who had been in day
care were very powerful influences on her curricular
knowledge.

She,

who provides many product-oriented art

activities for her children,

recalled:

When my son was in day care he used to bring me
papers. I felt happy every time he brought
papers home. He'd give me the papers and say,
"Look, Ma, what I did!" He was proud of what he
did and he used to ask, "Mommy, can you hang it
on the wall?"
So I learned that it made me feel
good and him too, so I like that.
Rosemary was videotaped reading a book to her
toddlers.

The story was about a small boy whose dog dies.

She had bought the book for her eight year old son and
brought it to school to share with the children.

She spoke

of the origins of her son's addiction to books:
My son loves to read, we love to read
[together]. I think that my son learned to see
books when he was in day care. He used to talk
about books and books and books and now he loves
to read. So I feel that if I teach them to see
books, just see the pages and the pictures,
they're going to learn how important it is to
learn to read. Because my son, oh god, he has to
have books!
Direct connections were made between her experiences as a
parent and two things she wants for children in her
classroom:
parents,

to have "papers" to bring home for their

and to learn to value books.
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Childhood Experiences
Although Lisa and Amy made no reference to their
parents as direct influences,

they spoke of events they

shared with their families of origin that,

according to

the psychoanalytic explanation of teacher socialization,
could have an indirect influence on the kinds of teachers
they have become.

Lisa spoke of the many happy experiences

she shared with her extended family as a child:
Growing up was a lot of fun...I have lots of
cousins and aunts and uncles. We'd visit each
other a lot, just do different things like go to
the park and roll down the hill and just fun
things. . .Every Sunday we went to Edgewood Park
which is like a beach and we'd play there and
that was fun. . .Our family would have open
house on holidays where everyone could just come
in 'cause it was real busy for everyone trying
to go there and everywhere.”
Amy spoke of the many trips she took with her parents
and her brothers:
My parents used to pack our trailer and take
brothers and me camping every weekend when I
younger. In the winter we'd go snowmobiling.
always did fun things together. It was nice,
had a great childhood. We weren't rich or
anything, but we always did things together.

my
was
We
I

Unlike Lisa and Amy, Ruth made explicit connections
between her play experiences with her brother and her
interest in providing experiences in nature when she
teaches:
My mother lives on a pond and my brother and I
used to go on these huge treks around this huge
pond. We'd pack a lunch to go around the whole
pond and we'd take snails out of the pond and we
used to be covered with mud. I think about
things like that and I would just love to do
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that with my kids. You know, just put on rubber
galoshes and slosh through the mud and stuff.
She loves to take her children outdoors and
attributes this interest to her childhood experiences:

"I

take a lot from the things I did when I was younger and
when I think about it now I really did enjoy those things
but it wasn't anything I think about consciously when I'm
doing it

[with the children]."

There is a large open

space near Ruth's day care facility with a big hill. On
one visit the children were videotaped running and
tumbling up and down this hill. Ruth was looking forward
to warm spring days when they could have snack and group
circle outdoors as well.
These three teachers' happy memories of family adults
and children engaging in mutually satisfying activities
during their childhoods are mirrored in their present work
with children. Although only one of them made direct
connections, many moments of adult-child interactions were
observed in all three of their classrooms in which there
were elements of warmth and playfulness that reminded the
researcher of how they described their lives in their
families of origin.
Memories of Own Schooling
The "apprenticeship of observation" explanation of
teacher socialization

(Lortie,

1975)

suggests teachers

model themselves after teachers they had during their own
schooling experience.

These teachers remembered their

elementary, particularly kindergarten and primary,
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school

teachers in terms of their personal qualities and their
interactions with children.
Teachers as Positive Role Models. All of the
participants described one or more of their own teachers
in positive,

but general terms.

For example,

"She was

nice," or "She was pretty." Only Ruth made explicit
connections in terms of a teacher being a positive role
model of teaching activities.

She spoke with fondness of

her kindergarten teacher:
I just remember things about kindergarten that
were so neat that we did. [The teacher] was very
kind and very supportive. I remember she wrote
me a letter after school was over telling me
what she was doing that summer."
Ruth

connects these memories with what she does now:
I have one little boy [in my class], his
mother's been having a hard time so I've been
trying to take him out once in a while. He gave
me a Christmas present so I wrote him a thank
you note and he got the biggest kick out of it.
I remember all the things we used to do [in
kindergarten] so I'm hoping when he gets older
he'll think, "Oh, gee. I remember my
kindergarten teacher. Boy, she was neat!"
Negative Role Models. The "apprenticeship of

observation" also provides potential teachers with
negative role models. When referring to negative role
models they contend they will do the opposite of what was
done to them by former teachers. The two teachers in this
study who had negative memories of former teachers
recalled the injustices done to them in great detail,
perhaps because experiences that elicit strong negative
feelings are traumatic and therefore have longer lasting
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effects.

Teachers are powerful figures in children's lives

and their reactions to children make strong impressions.
Two of the six teachers in this research study
referred to at least one of their former teachers as
negative role models in terms of their treatment of
children.

For example,

Amy has unhappy memories of

kindergarten and especially of the teacher.

She recalled:

I don't have many happy memories of kindergarten
but the ones that really stick in my mind are
the ones that were horrible. Like one time I had
an accident and the teacher made me clean it up
in front of the whole class.
She connected this with what she does now:
Now we have children that have accidents and
it's OK. I do just the opposite of what I
remember because it was so horrifying and I
would have to have someone remember me because I
embarrassed them in front of the whole class.
I'd rather have them say, "I remember when I had
an accident and she [the teacher] said, 'Oh,
it's OK', not [say], 'Clean it up!'
Valerie recalled an incident that happened with her
second grade teacher who was "just a monster”:
I was just learning to spell the three forms of
"there' and it was very difficult and I had a
hard time learning to spell. She asked me how to
spell one form and I spelled it wrong. She made
me go to the first grade and ask them how to
spell it. I was so humiliated I would not do it.
I waited in the hallway for one of the kids to
go to the bathroom. And I remember standing
there thinking this isn't right for her to do
this to me. There was no way I was going to get
up in front of the first grade...I remember
thinking back then that she was really mean and
if I was a teacher I wouldn't do that. She had
one kid in tears everyday.
Valerie attributes her wanting to be a teacher directly to
this

"really awful second grade teacher.”
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For her,

this

person was a negative role model and she wanted to make
right what this teacher had done wrong.
Influential Schooling Experiences. Another
explanation of teacher socialization contends that
teachers tend to remember what and how they learned as
children and consciously want to include that which they
were denied in their own education
the teachers'

(Ross,

1987).

Some of

conceptions of their instructional

strategies were affected by their own experiences in
school. As with the teachers' role models,
were negative. Amy, Valerie,

the memories

and Michelle all spoke of the

importance of allowing children freedom from conformity
and humiliation when they recalled their own negative
experiences with art.
Amy remembered:
One of the things we had to do was color Easter
bunnies and it was a mimeographed sheet, which
is probably why I hate them now, but that
teacher told us we had to color this bunny brown
or white. I was sitting next to a boy who
outlined his in black so I assumed he was
coloring it black, but he was really coloring it
white. So, I colored my rabbit black and she
embarrassed me right in front of the whole
class. I was only five years old. I think if you
want an orange rabbit you should be allowed to
color it orange!
Valerie remembered when she had a similar experience
and related it to why she doesn't provide art models for
children to copy:
All my life, even as a five year old, I never
felt I could do art. I was taught that it's
supposed to look like the teacher's and be
colored this way, it's supposed to be this way
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and that's not the way I had it...I don't want
my kids to feel that way. I think they should do
it their way. They should be encouraged and able
to do it their way. When they have models
sitting there that [say] it's supposed to look
this way, they are not able to do it their own
way.
Michelle, who was observed doing an open-ended art
activity with her group,

recalled how she was expected to

conform in art projects in school:
I hated it when they used to give us all these
precut shapes and then we were supposed to put
them together in a specific way. They never came
out as perfect as the teacher's. I would never
do an activity [with my class] where there's
only one way to do it. You know, you hold up the
model and say this is what it's supposed to look
like.
A second kind of earlier negative schooling
experience that influenced these teachers' present
teaching knowledge was their feelings of being coerced
into conforming to group norms.
experiences,

In compensation for these

both Valerie and Ruth emphasized in their own

teaching the importance of encouraging individuality in
children.

For example, Valerie spoke of her experiences of

being forced to conform when she was in a Catholic school:
You had to be like everyone. Everybody sat in a
row, everybody wore the same thing. I don't
agree with making kids look like other kids. I
had to do it for five years of my life. You
can't be an individual when you look just like
everybody else.
Ruth, who was the only participant who had dropped
out of high school referred to the pressure she felt to be
like everybody else.

She contrasted her school experiences

with those she had in college:
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In junior and senior high school there is so
much pressure to fit into groups. And I didn't
fit in to any of these groups so it was really
hard for me...When you get to college it's
different. It's a different world you come into.
You come in respected for being an individual
and you're not expected to fit into a certain
kind of group. When I got back into school I
found that I really did enjoy school. Sometimes
I do regret dropping out of high school but I
think that if I had stayed then I wouldn't be as
happy with myself as I am now, because I've
accomplished so much.
The recent literature on beginning teachers gives
recognition to the importance of personal histories as
strong influences on teachers' thinking and practice
(Crow,

1991).

For these teachers,

early experiences in the

form of role models and events in their prior schooling
seemed to have an impact on their images of themselves as
teachers, what they do in their classrooms,

and what they

believe about teaching young children. The memories the
teachers articulated about their family experiences were
positive ones as opposed to the negative ones so vividly
remembered of their own schooling experiences.

It would

appear that they were treated as unique individuals in
families where being together was a happy experience.

For

example, Michelle spoke of herself as being "daddy's
little girl'" and Valerie spoke of her mother as being
"the best mother in the whole world." In contrast,

in

school they recalled experiences where they were treated
unkindly by teachers and made to conform.
The former teachers whom these teachers "observed"
and whom they referred to as negative role models
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exhibited behaviors that were in direct contrast to the
qualities the participants remembered in their own
parents.

The teachers who were remembered as positive role

models were described only in general terms.

Perhaps

preschool teachers interact with small children using
parenting skills which are derived,

in part,

from the way

they themselves were parented and rejecting the teaching
behaviors they experienced in their own schooling. An
additional possible explanation could be the philosophy of
their formal teacher education programs,

in terms of

adult-child interactions, meshed more closely with what
they had learned from their parents.
Formal Preservice Teacher Education
Personal biographies such as those described above
are brought to teacher education programs and,
to Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann
what teachers learn there.

(1989)

according

and others,

influence

Formal teacher education is the

second component of the learning to teach continuum.

Its

purpose is to help others learn to teach by providing them
with content and process knowledge as well as
opportunities to apply what is learned in direct work with
children. This section presents the teachers' perceptions
of the courses and practicum experiences that have
contributed to their pedagogical content knowledge._
Curricular Knowledge from Course Work
Curricular knowledge,

in this study,

refers to both

curriculum content and the resources and materials
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available to teach the content. Although Shulman

(1987)

presents these components as two differing but related
entities in his model,

it is difficult to separate them in

early childhood education. Therefore,

they have been

combined under the heading of curricular knowledge in the
model adapted to this study. To illustrate the difficulty
of separating content from resources and materials used to
teach it,

the participants spoke of them together when

describing what they learned in their professional
education courses.
Curricular Content. A variety of content was
introduced in these teachers' college courses. Art, music,
science, math,

blocks,

dramatic play,

language arts,

and

literature for children were the content areas referred to
the most frequently by the participants.

Examples of what

they learned about blocks and dramatic play are referred
to in the "teaching contexts” section of Chapter IV. Art
and language arts including literature were also discussed
in Chapter IV and are included in this chapter as well.
Music and science are only referred to in this chapter.
Four of the six teachers made explicit connections between
particular courses and specific content areas.
Lisa, who offers children a wide variety of art
experiences,

said:

Professor John had a nice class. It was "Art and
Music for the Young Child”. We'd actually do art
projects and keep them in a scrapbook. We do
lots of things that come from that class.[Lisa
pointed out several activities that she'd
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learned in this class.] The sponge painting tree
[a floor to ceiling paper tree trunk, leaves
were sponge paintings] and also the trees on the
shelf with the twigs and colored leaves. Those
[ideas] came from his class.
One of the things Lisa had saved from her classes was a
scrapbook of samples of each different kind of art they
had done in this class. About it she said:

"This is really

nice 'cause I can always use this." The elaborate pretend
games Lisa was observed playing with her children at
circle time originated in this art and music class also.
Valerie was observed using goop, playdough, painting
on tissue paper,
children,

and other open-ended activities with her

expounded on her art and music class:

In art we had like a workshop and we discussed
what could you do with this - a bucket of
sawdust [for example]. In music we would sit
down on the floor and play games that we played
in childhood like rattlesnake, goober, and games
like that. In art and music we got to sing.
Every week it was something different like one
week we'd have to bring in a finger play, songs,
group songs, musical instruments. We had to make
musical instruments. [In the] art class we had
the art workshop. We were broken up into groups
and each week, each group would bring in a
different kind of fingerpaint. I remember mine
was shaving cream. We did painting with
fingerpaint, shaving cream, pine needles, stuff
like that.
During her final interview she showed the researcher the
musical instruments she had made and saved from the
course.

They were in her house at the time but she gave

the impression she took them to school and used them with
the children periodically.
The display of children's art was noticeably lacking
in Ruth's room compared to the five other teachers.
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She

did not refer to her teacher education program at all when
talking about art.

It was not stressed in her program.

She

spoke of allowing children to do "free art":
I don't feel that art should be real structured
all the time. The kids should be able to do what
they want [with the materials provided]. . .Art
is art. It is one of the things that is the
easiest to fill in a lesson plan.
Rosemary connected wanting to teach colors with what
she had learned in courses. The color machine glueing
activity I observed Rosemary doing was an activity she
said she did "basically for the colors.
the colors."

So they can learn

She said:

When I went to school they told us to teach the
basic colors to kids so they get the knowledge
of colors. Like put a lot of emphasis on
teaching the colors.
Rosemary also said her fingerpainting with shaving cream
activity came from a curriculum course in college.

The

source of most of her activities, however, was not formal
coursework but rather resource books as described in a
later section.
Lisa and Valerie spoke directly and in some detail
about their children's literature classes.

Lisa, who had

brought several books to school and read them the day I
was videotaping her and who also encouraged the children
to "read" to one another,

recalled her course:

We went by the [text] book, we did lots of
different things. We had to go and read a book
and then get up in front of the class and tell
the story...we learned different ways of how to
use stories instead;
we used flannel boards,
puppets, and film strips.
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Although she wasn't actually observed using any of these
materials,

her flannel board was close at hand.

She also

reported she would often read a familiar story to her
children one day and then tell it the next.
Valerie, who has an extensive children's book
collection and uses books regularly in her classroom,
spoke of her children's literature course:
I took a children's literature course at night
and it was the best thing that ever happened to
me. It was absolutely wonderful. What we did in
class was, instead of learning about how to
write a children's book and all that stuff, we
read books to each other. Each week we'd have to
bring in a serious book, or a really silly book,
or do fingerplays, or make and tell felt board
stories. She [the teacher] really got me into
reading books and I just really jumped in.”
Her love of children's books,

stimulated by early

experiences, was further stimulated in college.
Ruth, whose room abounds with "the printed word",
recalled her introduction to the whole language approach
in her curriculum courses and the emphasis placed on it.
"[We were taught in our curriculum courses]

a good

preschool program has the whole language approach.
kind of pushed through the whole program."

It's

She spoke of

the integration of language into every area of the
curriculum and the importance of introducing words in
context rather than in isolated form. A key element of the
whole language program is one of total immersion in
language and print.

One method she used to introduce words

was by having large printed labels on many of the objects
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in her classroom. This practice of labeling and the
development of word matching games was learned in a
curriculum course.
"Another thing that was pushed in the curriculum
courses" to familiarize children with words and language
was making "big books”. This is an almost weekly activity
in Ruth's curriculum:
They [the children] draw and we just ask them to
tell us about their pictures and they tell us a
huge story and we write it down under the
picture. I keep all the books they make and
they're free to go in the library area and look
at them.”
Curriculum courses were also the source of Ruth's
knowledge about teaching math:
We learned to present different learning
concepts in a variety of ways, especially math.
Because math isn't just counting, it can be
sorting, classifying, sequencing, things like
that. . . Curriculum I and II were important
classes as far as learning different ways to
teach children.
The teacher-made materials

(described later on p.#)

are

examples of games she uses with children to develop these
concepts.

I also saw her asking children informally to

classify the objects that were in the water table for her
ocean theme.

For example,

she asked them to "pick out all

the shells” or "show me the animals that swim.”
Curriculum courses for five of the teachers were the
major source of their content knowledge. The direct and
detailed connections in regard to topics or curriculum
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areas learned about in coursework were art,

literature,

language arts, and math.
Michelle was the only teacher who made few
connections between what she learned in her courses and
her present curricular knowledge. Practicum experiences,
described in a later section, were the part of her formal
teacher education program that she felt provided her with
some of this knowledge, although inservice workshops were
the major source for Michelle.
Theme-based Curriculum. In Shulman's (1986) model of
pedagogical content knowledge,

in addition to knowing what

topics or content areas to teach, teachers need to know
how these topics are related and how they should be
organized. A fairly traditional practice in early
childhood education formal teacher preparation is learning
how to organize curriculum around themes. In this process
a topic is chosen, each area of the curriculum is then
considered in view of this theme, and something related to
the theme is integrated into that area. Advocates of
theme-based curriculum contend that children learn better
if the material organized around a central idea rather
than if it is presented in isolated, meaningless pieces of
information (Shoemaker,

1991). Katz and Chard (1989), who

refer to this concept as the "project approach" in early
childhood education, contend that this integration with
the use of a variety of teaching methods, enables teachers
to challenge all aspects of the child's development.
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Three of the teachers had highly visible theme-based
programs and four teachers (Amy, Valerie, Ruth, and Lisa)
attributed their knowledge of how to do this to their
coursework in their formal teacher education programs. For
example, Amy spoke of how she learned to develop a theme
in her curriculum course:
We'd set up a certain area like the drama area;
they would tell us if you pick a shoe store [for
example] and think what's in a shoe store, think
what you see and then put those things in your
drama area.
Amy's theme was fire safety and the drama area was a
fire station one week while I was there. In it was a fire
engine made out of two large cartons which the children
had painted red, fire hats, big boots, pieces of garden
hose, a teacher-made map with the location of all the
children's houses on it, and a poster of Smokey the Bear
up on the wall. The class had made a trip to the fire
station a week before. She had one of the children's
mothers, who is a firefighter, come into the classroom and
talk about her job. The art activity one day was sponge
painting with red paint and sponges cut into the shapes of
fire hats, axes, and boots. As described elsewhere, the
block area had props relating to fire safety. The songs
sung and the books read echoed the theme.
Although she only mentioned learning how to develop a
"unit" tangentially, Valerie plans a theme-based program.
During one visit, the theme was babies (because so many of
the children had new ones at home)
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so dolls, diapers,

bottles,
area.

and other baby equipment were in the housekeeping

Baby cereal was served at snack and the library area

was full of books about new babies. A cognitive game was
played at circle time.

For this game, Valerie laid out

five objects all related to the baby theme
a baby bottle,

a bootie,

a rattle,

(i.e.

a diaper,

and baby powder)

and

then, while the children hid their eyes,

removed one and

had them guess which object was missing.

She spoke of how

she had one of the mothers bring in her new baby and bathe
it with the children's help. Baby pictures of each child
were on one bulletin board. The baby theme was integrated
into as many areas of the classroom as possible.
Ruth also had to develop an "integrated unit" around
an ocean theme in her curriculum course for a final
project.

She described it as follows:

"We had to write up

a pamphlet with all different kinds of resources for the
ocean like field trips,
fingerplays, poems,

ideas,

felt board stories,

and activities for each area

[of the

curriculum]." She also actually had to develop all the
games and materials which were then presented at a
"curriculum conference" at the end of the semester.

Other

students and cooperating teachers were invited to this
display of student-developed integrated units.
Ruth was using this previously developed ocean unit
in her classroom during one of the weeks the researcher
was visiting her.

Books about sea animals were in her

library area; the children wrote a "big book" about sea
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creatures; they could choose to play a fishing game during
free choice; the water table had plastic sea creatures and
real shells in it; a chart with shell labeled silhouettes
and a set of shells for matching were laid out on a table;
a large mural of sea life hung on the wall;
whales,

felt fishes,

and fish poems were available to be used on the

flannel board;

large shells to examine and listen to were

on the science table;

stories,

songs,

and even cooking

activities were related to the theme.
Lisa also learned about theme-based curriculum in her
coursework.

She recalled a final semester-long project in

a curriculum class where she had to design a "teaching
unit” around a theme:
We had one class when I was a senior that we had
to do a unit. I did my whole thing on teddy
bears. We had to develop fifteen games, write a
lesson plan for each one...we had to pick five
areas so I chose music, art, science, math, and
language arts...we also had to write a paper on
it, twenty-five to thirty-five pages. We had to
set it [the unit] up and parents and friends and
children around the neighborhood could come for
a night and try everything out...it [developing
the unit] was a lot of work but I learned a lot
from it and now I can do a unit real easy
because of it.
Lisa's curriculum,

during the one of my visits, was

comprised of seasonal and holiday themes.

The two units

observed were developed around fall and Thanksgiving. The
notebook of art activities Lisa had compiled from her art
and music class was also arranged in this manner.
the other four teachers who had themes,
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Unlike

songs and art

activities were the only areas of her curriculum that
reflected these themes.
Lisa and Rosemary,

although they had both mentioned

learning about theme-based curricula, had not developed
their themes to the extent that the other four teachers
had. This may be because they taught the two youngest
groups in the study. Also, visits in Rosemary's classroom
were in the summer when the program is more relaxed,

and

in Lisa's setting during a time when children were
adjusting to being away from home for the first time and
everything in the classroom was new to them.
Five of the six teachers attributed their knowledge
of theme-based curriculum to coursework in their formal
teacher education programs. The single exception was
Michelle,

in whose classroom the curriculum was developed

around a theme the parent corporation had suggested.

She

did not mention learning about theme-based curriculum at
her college.
Curriculum Materials and Resources From Coursework
It is apparent from the description above that it is
not possible to talk about curriculum content and themes
(what to teach and how to organize it)

without including

materials and resources in the discussion. This section
presents what these teachers learned from their coursework
about the things they use to implement and support their
curriculum plans.
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Curriculum materials and resources available for
teaching young children are many and varied.

Examples of

these are blocks, paints, water tables, materials for
dramatic play,

books,

and manipulatives.

Besides referring

to these and other similar manufactured or prepared items,
the most striking feature of my conversations with these
teachers was that they talked about and showed me
materials they had made themselves.
Teacher-made Materials.

Several of the teachers spoke

of learning to make their own curriculum materials during
formal teacher education courses to use in their teaching.
The kinds of materials mentioned were calendars,
weather charts, math games,

color and

a sensory box, picture files,

templates for visual identification of pictures,

and

booklets. All of the teachers spoke with pride about the
materials they had developed in their college classes.

For

example, Amy said:
I had to make a lot
college...I like to
classroom, my color
Everything I prefer

of homemade things in
make my own...Like in my
chart is all my own.
to make myself.

Besides the materials she mentioned,

several of the games

on her learning shelves were homemade. When showing me
around her room,

she pointed out a math game she had made

in her curriculum course.

She said:

I made it at the college and I still use it
every year. My games are laminated so they last.
This is one of my math flashcards. We put
buttons on them so the kids can feel them.
[These were cards hanging along the wall that
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had numbers,
one to ten.]

figures,

and buttons on them from

All the materials Ruth brought to her final interview
that she had saved from her college program were teachermade.

She spoke of the care she took in developing them:
Well, I spend a lot of time making my materials
because I figure I'm not going to be happy with
them if I do a sloppy job. So I might as well do
it right the first time to save myself the
trouble.
She also spoke of some math games she had made for a

curriculum course:
We did a lot of hands-on things. I made sorting
games (I have a bunch of them at home) using ice
trays and different objects like buttons. We did
a lot of hands-on things in that course and we
talked about the different ways kids can learn
math besides counting objects...like putting
them in sets and things like that and we made
games for each of these ways.
Besides the games and charts she had developed for
her theme,

Ruth had made a set of "templates” in her

curriculum course. These are pieces of cardboard with
graduated holes of varying sizes cut from the center of
each one.

The one with the smallest hole is placed over a

picture and then a larger and larger one until the
children can identify the picture.
file and a "sensory box"
by just feeling them)

She also had a picture

(children identify objects inside

that she had made.

She uses all

these materials with her children on a regular basis.
Lisa had made a set of booklets which were designed
to introduce children to colors.
materials she had developed:
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She spoke proudly of the

At school we basically made everything
ourselves...I like that because I'm used to it
because at school we made things. We had a lot
of hands-on activities and we actually did
them...I really put a lot of work into them
because I knew I could have them and use them
over and over.
Not only were Ruth and Amy proud of the materials
they had developed but they also expressed disdain for
teachers who don't make their own.

For example, Ruth said:

There's a curriculum course where we were taught
to make a lot of our own materials. I've gone to
preschools and day care centers and there's not
anything there that's teacher made. It's all
store bought and that just drives me nuts. I
love making all the materials, it's one of my
hobbies.
Amy, when talking about her teacher-made materials said,
"I hate to see teachers buying all these calendars and
weather charts."
All the teachers who included calendar in their
circle times had made their own calendars and weather
charts except Michelle who spoke of having to buy hers at
her own expense.

She had not considered making her own.

Teacher-made materials also made up a large portion
of the units the teachers had developed as final projects
for their curriculum courses. Although neither made
connections between teacher-made materials and their
formal teacher education programs explicitly, Valerie had
made the musical instruments she showed the researcher and
Rosemary had made and laminated the circles for the color
game she was observed playing in circle time.
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Grossman and Richert

(1988)

report that methods and

curriculum courses have "powerful effects" on potential
teachers'

subject matter knowledge and how to

conceptualize it for teaching.

The present study

corroborates the results of their research as the majority
of teachers clearly attributed their present curricular
knowledge

(i.e.

content,

resources and materials)

directly

to their coursework. Michelle was the only teacher who
made stronger connections between her practicum
experiences and her curricular knowledge,

as demonstrated

in the next section.
Curricular Knowledge from Practica
Practica in formal teacher education are those
experiences during which preservice teacher trainees have
direct contact with children in order to practice their
teaching skills with age groups similar to those they will
encounter once employed.

Direct work with children,

or

practical application of what was learned about children
and teaching during coursework,

did not begin in these

teachers' preparation programs until they had completed
some basic courses in the college classroom (e.g.,
development,
of them,

an introductory curriculum course).

child

For most

guided observations of children singly and in

groups were assigned during some of their courses as
described in both the "understanding children"
section of this chapter and in the "views"
of Chapter IV.

(p.179)

(p.116)

section

Experiences with children then proceeded
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through full-time direct work with them in student
teaching,

culminating in the complete takeover of a

preschool classroom for a period of one to three weeks.
These experiences,
specifically,

to which this section refers

were done under the direct and daily

supervision of a professional preschool teacher.

All of

these experiences were supervised closely and regularly by
college faculty.
The two elements of the practicum experiences that
the teachers referred to most frequently as having
contributed to their curricular knowledge were their
cooperating teachers as role models and opportunities to
experience doing activities with the children that their
cooperating teachers had developed.

Some of these

activities were replicated exactly by the teachers in
their present classrooms and others were modified to suit
the individual teacher and her children.
Cooperating Teachers'
teachers'

Influence.

Their cooperating

enthusiasm and knowledge of certain subject

matter provided compelling role modeling for two of the
teachers.

For example,

Michelle learned about science and

math for children from her cooperating teacher.

She said:

I worked at a school in Acton with a teacher who
actually goes out and does different workshops
on science and children. So that's her
thing... she's very comfortable doing it. It
really exposed me to a lot and it let me see how
simple science can be and still be
interesting...I was exposed to things like
opening up acorns in the winter, using
nutcrackers and finding little weevils inside.
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the tiny bugs. It was funny to see, you could
use your fingers or there were tweezers and it
was interesting.
She linked these experiences with the science activities
she provides in her own room:
And that happens here too, like with the
grasshopper [we had stopped to observe on a
nature walk]. I'm not afraid to put grasshoppers
on my hand, or spiders...Sometimes we'll find a
little spider inside and put him in the
terrarium or maybe we'll bring him outside
because we discuss how spiders can be very good
because they eat up mosquitoes and we don't like
mosquitoes because they eat us! We talk about
the cycle...
Michelle,

for whom the practicum experiences provided

more of the hands-on experiences she found lacking in her
formal teacher education courses,
about "Math-Their-Way”

spoke of how she learned

(a hands-on math program for young

children):
It was great to be exposed to it (Math-TheirWay) and I also worked with it in the school in
Acton [simultaneously]. That, to me, was much
more helpful than the course. Seeing how it was
implemented...I was sort of the resource person
to the [college] class because I was in
practicum at the same time I was taking the
course and she [the professor] had all these
pictures but not the actual graph. My
cooperating teacher used a window shade for a
nice big graph and used magic markers on it.
Michelle had a graph on the wall in her classroom
which she explained:
In my practicum they did a lot of math and a lot
of charts and graphs and that kind of thing. [In
my classroom] we had read three different
stories and as they started waking up from nap,
I went around to each child and let them see the
books and I asked each one which book they liked
best and what was it they liked best about it
and then I put it on the a graph...
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Lisa had a cooperating teacher who was "really into
science and math" also.

She spoke with enthusiasm of some

of the things she saw her do:
She'd do a topic like volcanoes. She had
pictures and actual lava rocks that somebody had
given her so the children could see, and books
about them [volcanoes]. And then we made our own
volcanoes with the vinegar, baking soda, and red
food coloring and it went all over the table.
That was really neat.
Lisa said she had not used this particular idea but she
had used others she learned from her practicum (i.e.
flannel boards)
in the year

and planned to introduce others later on

(visits with her began in September).

Less compelling but nevertheless influential were
Ruth,

Rosemary,

and Valerie's cooperating teachers.

One of

Ruth's cooperating teachers played tapes of classical
music every morning when Ruth arrived.
this,

She said about

"That was real nice and I like to do that for my

kids." Ruth has made a collection of classical tapes which
she keeps in her classroom and uses almost every day.
Rosemary, who had done her practicum in a preschool
classroom,

observed her cooperating teacher doing the

daily ritual of calendar. Although she was aware that
toddlers were too young to understand the concepts a
calendar entails,

she transferred this activity directly

to her own classroom.

She explained:

I got the idea to use a calendar from student
teaching. They're not going to learn their
numbers, especially this group [toddlers], but
they get an idea. It's hard for them but at
least they have an idea [of what a calendar is].
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Another thing Rosemary had seen her cooperating
teacher do was start her circle time each morning by
holding hands with the children and singing a "good
morning" song. Rosemary does this every day in her own
classroom.

She transferred it directly from her practicum

experience.
Valerie also observed the way her cooperating teacher
did circle time at one of her practica sites.

She said:

I learned how to do circle time from student
teaching. That was something I watched [my
cooperating teacher do] and that's the thing
that I would carry over to any place I went. I
like the way circle time was done.
The Influence of Actual Doing.

The opportunities that

practica provided for actually trying out things with
children led some of the teachers to adopt and directly
transfer ideas and activities into their own current
practice. Art activities seemed to be the most transferred
curricular area.

For example, Ruth had several group

murals hanging in the hallway outside her room.

She said,

"In my last field placement we did a lot of mural kinds of
things.

It gives the kids the chance to work on something

together."
During one of my visits to Valerie's room,

children

were observed doing an art activity using paint on tissue
paper. When asked about the origins of this activity,
Valerie referred back to her practicum:
I was always in charge of the easel. I always
tried to do something different. I put tissue
paper over the regular paper and it was really
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neat to see the impressions it made.
an impressionistic painting.

It was like

Valerie became interested in using recycled materials
during one of her practicum experiences.

She showed me her

collection during our last interview:
They had a limited budget so a lot of these
things [art materials] I had to bring in myself
because they didn't have them there. Things like
egg cartons, plastic things, I made kites out of
bags - junk, junk! That's all it is, just junk!
In Valerie's classroom,

the art shelves were full of

recycled "junk” and she showed me a bin of items she uses
in the water table.

She spoke with excitement of her

discovery of a recycling center in Boston where she had
gone as soon as she read the notice about it in the staff
room at her center.
Sometimes activities experienced in their teacher
education practica were adapted and modified to suit the
individual teacher and her children.

For example, Amy, who

provides both process and product art activities in her
room,

explained what she had learned in her practicum:
They didn't do holiday art like we never had the
kids decorate a Christmas tree. The basic reason
why they didn't is that holiday art is product
types of art and that's a big "no-no" up there
[her practicum experience in the on-campus day
care center]. I do all kinds of holidays at this
school even if nobody in the center celebrates
them. But I do find myself making sure I don't
get too "producty".
All the teachers but Lisa talked about their

cooperating teachers doing calendar at circle time.

Some

of them adapted it to suit their own groups but the basic
concept remained the same even though they don't all agree
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to its usefulness. Valerie explained her feelings toward
using the calendar:
The calendar, the weather, it's almost like in
every school you have to have it. I think it's
so silly. Kids don't care what day it is or what
date it is. It's more for the parents, I think.
Valerie uses the calendar and a weather chart but she has
shortened the procedure considerably.
This section of the chapter has presented the
participants' perceptions of how their practicum
experiences contributed to their curricular knowledge
(content, materials,

and resources). When making

connections between what is learned in practica and how
this knowledge is currently used it is difficult to
separate what is taught

(content)

(instructional strategies).
developed when,

from how it is presented

Instructional strategies were

as students,

these teachers took the

curricular knowledge they gained from their coursework and
actually "taught” it in their practica as described in the
next section.
Instructional Strategies From Coursework and Practica
Instructional strategies,

in this study,

are expanded

to include not only the teaching strategies used by
teachers to present activities to children in ways that
help them to understand,

but also other general

pedagogical activities such as classroom management as
described by Shulman

(1986).

For these teachers,

the

development of instructional strategies was linked both to
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courses and practicum experiences.

Besides talking about

learning by implementing their curricular knowledge,

their

comments and descriptions centered around the adult role
in classroom activities,
environment for learning,

setting up the physical
and using guidance techniques

(discipline).
Using Curricular Knowledge.
experiences,

During their practicum

all six teachers had multiple opportunities

to try out their own curricular knowledge on children.
Providing activities for children that they had designed
themselves was the primary learning activity for all of
them in at least one of their practicum experiences.

This

notion of experimenting with their own ideas differs from
the research literature which indicates that in many
situations,

the major function of the student teacher is

to perpetuate the already existing curriculum and thereby
fall

into the "teacher as technician” role

Zeichner,
pitfall"

1986b),

(Goodman,

1984;

or to become victims of the "two-worlds

(Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann,

1983).

All six of the participants spoke of procedures they
had to follow when developing and implementing activities
for the children at their practicum sites.

Evaluations by

cooperating teachers and faculty supervisors provided them
with direct and immediate feedback on their work.
example,

For

Rosemary said:

Student teaching was good because I had to do an
activity every single day with the children. I
had to do a lesson plan for every single day. I
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had to give it to my director [cooperating
teacher] at the center and she would, if I made
a mistake, sit down with me and she'd explain it
to me. You have to be involved with the kids.
You have to do circle, you have to do story, you
have to do art, everything. That helped a lot.
Amy, who did her practicum at her college's on-campus
child care center,

reported a similar experience:

The head teacher would tell us, "Later this week
you have to do art" [for example]. Then we would
plan and do like two activities a week. We would
write up lesson plans that had the purpose of
the activity, our objectives, and then in as
much description as possible. And then after
each day when the lesson was through, we would
do an evaluation of it. We would have to write
this up and pass them in to the head teacher.
Then she would [write her evaluation] and have
them ready for us to take to our weekly seminar
class with our faculty supervisor.
Michelle said:
While we were doing practicum every week we had
to come back to class for a one hour session
where we had lesson plans we had to pass in and
a practicum teacher [cooperating teacher] who
graded them and there were also certain lesson
plans that you pass into the faculty supervisor
just for her to be able to see that you knew how
to write them out. It was kind of a combined
practicum and curriculum course.
Ruth also had to write lesson plans for the
activities she provided:
You write lesson plans and you have to keep a
lesson plan book and it progresses like each
week it changes. Like for two weeks you'll do
one activity a week and then it will keep
progressing. At the very end I had to take over
the classroom for two full weeks.
About planning activities in her practica Lisa said:
The [cooperating] teacher would tell me what was
going to happen that week and I would bring in
an activity I had learned at school [college]
like an art activity or a record. I had the
lesson plan written up and I would give it to my
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professor for her to grade and to the teacher to
look over first because she would have to make
sure it was OK. and then the teacher would watch
me do the activity and then write her
evaluation.
Valerie said:
We had to do one activity each day we were there
but only had to write up a lesson plan for one a
week and give it to our faculty supervisor. We
also did a unit which we had to plan about two
weeks of curriculum for. We'd have to plan 15
activities, one activity for each area. My unit
was on woodworking so [for example], one day I
would be in the block area and I'd have to do a
block building activity, in the art area I'd do
sawdust painting, and so forth.
Close coordination and cooperation between cooperating
teachers and faculty supervisors provided optimum learning
experiences for these student teachers.
Supervising and Being Involved. How to supervise and
be involved with children during their play was learned
from both coursework and practica. All of the six teachers
provided children with opportunities for both indoor and
outdoor play at some time during each day. The term play
is used here in the sense that children were allowed to
choose among a variety of activities and to initiate and
interact using their own ideas during these experiences.
The teachers referred to these play periods as "free
choice,” "free play," "choice time," and/or "outdoor
play". Although the amount of time allotted for play and
the extent to which children were encouraged to initiate
their own ideas during these play periods varied,
children were observed playing on each visit.
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All of the teachers were observed being involved in
and supervising children's play.
classrooms,

In five of the six

teachers circulated among the various learning

areas involving themselves in children's play and at other
times simply observing and moving on.

Four of the six

teachers connected this behavior directly with a source.
For three of them,

the primary source was their

cooperating teachers in their practica.

Two of them

remembered how they had also learned about what adults
should do in a curriculum course.
Amy and Michelle's cooperating teachers told them
directly what they should do with children during play
activities.

For example, Amy said,

"After student teaching

each day we met with the cooperating teacher and she would
tell us,

'get right in and be a kid,

because they're not

going to know how to play'...I try to make it [play] more
enjoyable especially in the blocks." I saw Amy down on the
floor with children many times during her free play
period.

Once when the children were playing with

firefighting vehicles in the block area,

she went to the

shelf and got some drinking straws and suggested to the
children that they could be used as hoses.
Michelle remembered where she was told how to
supervise play by her cooperating teacher:
I remember in practicum being told you should
always have your back to the wall and have your
perspective out on the rest of the group as much
as possible. Now it just comes to me naturally.
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Michelle was observed actively supervising play on the
playground.
Lisa learned how to supervise play by being told to
"watch everything" by a cooperating teacher and,

"just by

watching the other teachers" in her practicum.
Amy remembered what she had learned from experience
in her practica about actively supervising children's
play:
In student teaching each person was in their own
center [blocks, art, water table] so you really
didn't have the opportunity to talk to them
[other teachers] ...I learned that in my
practicum, you're there for one reason, I'm
there to be with these children. I'm not here to
find out how much Mary [another teacher] paid
for her new pants.
Rosemary and Amy each remembered being told in a
course about how to get involved in children's play.
example, Amy said:

"We were also told

For

[by a professor]

in

our art class to "get down on their level" when playing
with them.

Several times I saw Amy down on the floor

playing with the children but allowing them to initiate
their own activities.
Rosemary, whose perception of being involved differed
from Amy's,

referred to learning in the same course that

"it was important to be involved in children's play." She
was observed telling her children what and how to play in
the housekeeping area.

They were not allowed to initiate

and play out their own ideas. About her beliefs she said:
It's the best thing that I can do as a teacher.
I need to be involved with the kids. They need
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[me]. they get to know me better and they get
secure with me, they get confidence with me. If
I stand behind them and they're by themselves,
they're going to be lost and insecure and I
don't want that. I want them to be comfortable
in the room with me.
Rosemary felt her role was crucial to the children's
enjoyment of play.
Setting Up the Physical Environment.

In preschool the

physical environment is a powerful influence on children's
behavior and the experiences they are provided.

How space

is organized and what goes into this space are important
considerations for teachers of young children
1984; Day & Sheehan,

(Prescott,

1974). Three of the six teachers in

this study remembered their first introduction to some
basic axioms about setting up their rooms
noisy areas from quiet ones,
physical boundaries)
Ruth said,

(i.e.,

separate

define each area with

in their coursework.

"We discussed room setting up,

For example,
how it wouldn't

make any sense to have a book corner quiet but the kids go
right next to it in the housekeeping where they're really
vocal and loud." Her own housekeeping and book areas were
at opposite ends of the room. When Amy was asked why her
room was arranged the way it was,
the block area closer to the door.

she replied,

"We have

[We learned] through

all our classes what belongs in the preschool environment
and what works best."
Michelle learned about setting up a classroom in an
on-campus seminar that was part of her practicum
experience.

One of the assignments was to design and make
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a model of a day care center. Her model turned out to have
many similarities to the nursery school where she was
doing her practicum at the time.

In describing it she

talked about these similarities but she also showed the
researcher some things she had added to it such as a
greenhouse with easels in it. Lisa also described a model
of a day care center she had designed for one of her
courses.
Valerie attributed her knowledge of setting up the
environment to her practicum experience:
I think most of knowing how to set up the
classroom comes from my student teaching. All
the centers [where she had done her practica]
had a block area, a book area, a quiet area, and
an art area. In my second year, towards the end,
I had to be the teacher in the room and that's
what they did. I learned how to set up.
Setting up for specific activities is another
responsibility of the preschool teacher. As indicated in
the section of this chapter on curricular knowledge, most
of the teachers learned this skill in their hands-on
curriculum courses. Michelle attributed her learning about
this to her nursery school practicum experience:
A lot of things [art materials] were put out for
the children just to decide what they liked. The
things they could create on their own seemed to
go over the best. Things where there were
expectations [for the way they should look, some
of them would steer clear of. Especially the
ones who may not have that self-esteem or feel
as though they could do it as capably.
Michelle was videotaped doing a collage activity with the
children.

She laid all the materials out on the table in

164

bowls and bags,

provided paper plates as a base,

scattered several squeeze bottles of glue around.

and
The

children chose the materials they wanted to use and
arranged them on the plate as they wished.
Valerie, who learned about setting up for specific
activities from her practicum also, was observed preparing
her room for free play.
art area,

She laid out art materials in the

put magnets and related materials in the science

area,

laid out "babies” and related materials in the house

area,

before the children entered the classroom.

She had

planned ahead for a variety of activities from which they
could choose.
Although all of the teachers did not articulate
learning about setting up the environment in their teacher
education programs,

it was clearly part of their teaching

knowledge. Their discussions with me about the setting up
and rearranging of their present classrooms indicated they
were aware of the basic "rules" and seemed to have adapted
what they had learned to suit their individual needs.
Rosemary was the only teacher who had not made changes in
her room.

It was arranged just as she had found it one

year earlier because she felt "it works."
Guidance Techniques
The guidance of children's behavior is a major issue
in early childhood education.

It arises over and over

again as students become involved in direct work with
young children and it continues throughout the early years
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of teachers' careers. Most early childhood educators
believe the overall goal of disciplining young children is
to help them develop their own inner controls.

It is

generally believed that the best way to do this is through
the use of positive guidance techniques which include
encouraging desired behavior,
they are misbehaving,
behavior

(Bredekamp,

redirecting children when

and setting clear limits on their
1987).

All six of these teachers'

early childhood programs

dealt with issues of discipline in both courses and
practicum experiences. The professors in charge,
these teachers' reports,

from

seemed cognizant of the

importance of teachers having this knowledge and
experience. When making connections between their own
present ideas about how to guide children's behavior and
where these ideas came from,

references to the use of

positive discipline and time-out were most common.
All six teachers spoke of learning about the use of
positive guidance techniques in college courses and/or in
their practica.

The concept of using a positive approach

was "pounded into your head from freshman year on” in
Ruth's program. About encouraging desired behavior learned
in coursework she said:
We talked about it a lot. Discipline was a big
thing...you have to try to be positive even when
there's a negative situation...reinforcement is
the big thing. We did a lot on reinforcement,
positive reinforcement.
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For Ruth,

"positive reinforcement is the way to go.” I saw

her using this technique many times,

for example when

children were doing as she wished in the library area she
said,

"I'm so glad you guys are looking at books in the

library."
Ruth connects her ideas about guiding children's
behavior,

specifically about redirecting children,

she learned in her coursework.

to what

She said:

Most of the stuff that I'm doing [in terms of
discipline] we were taught in school...Just that
you don't lay the blame on the child, be
positive, try to give the child a chance [to
change their behavior], give them the
opportunity to take care of it, and most of the
time it works.
At college Valerie learned about encouraging desired
behavior and ignoring the undesirable but it is not easy
for her.

She recalled:

I remember that [learning about ignoring] in
school. I think one the hardest things as a
teacher is to ignore the bad and praise the
good. It's just instinct [to do the opposite],
sometimes it takes all my might.
Lisa spoke of learning about discipline in general in
her courses:
At my college we had part of one class that was
about, when you're in the classroom, about
disciplining children, and working with parents
[on discipline] and how to resolve things. What
to do when a child will not listen [for
example].
At another time,

she said:

"There wasn't a lot about

discipline as I can remember in school. We'd talk about it
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as we'd go along but it wasn't so much 'this is what you
say,

this is what you do,' type of thing.”
Cooperating teachers offered some more specific

advice about guidance techniques and,

in some cases,

served as both positive and negative role models.
example,

they

For

in one of Lisa's practica her cooperating teacher

gave specific tips by "always emphasizing to use 'you need
to'

or something,

instead of 'don't do that'." She was

observed using these phrases often. About this technique
she said:
What I try to do is do it in a positive way and
not say, "Don't spill the water," and "Don't
stand on the chair."I try not to use negative
words like "don't" or "no" and instead say what
it's not for. I think they understand better. .
.1 have a lot of boys and they tend to wrestle.
Sometimes I spend a whole lot of time breaking
them up and not doing what we could be doing but
that's part of it too, I guess. Trying to teach
them that we need to keep our hands to
ourselves, that [kind of] play is OK for home
but not for in school. It's not allowed because
somebody could get hurt.
Lisa also learned some of her approaches just from
watching other teachers teach. To sum up where she learned
about discipline:

"I think of things where we had these

seminars about discipline but a lot of it goes back to
whom you admired as teachers

[in your practica]

and you

model yourself after them."
Amy, who tries to use positive discipline with her
children,

spoke of her cooperating teacher's influence on

this aspect of her teaching:
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Anne would correct me if I said, "Don't jump on
the chair." She would say, "Oh, you need to sit
on the chair." She would correct me so I would
hear [how it should be done]. They even had
sheets of paper [at the child care center] that
said, "Instead of saying this, say this." [For
example], Instead of saying, "Don't run up the
slide," you should say, "You need to use the
ladder." That's where the "don't say don't" all
started.
This has become so much a part of Amy that now when her
student teacher says,

"Bobby,

identifies with Anne:

"I try to be the Anne,

say,

don't do that," she
you know,

and

'You need to sit there'."
Rosemary admired her cooperating teacher and viewed

her as a positive role model.

She spoke of this teacher's

approach to children who misbehaved:
She would talk to them, talk with them. When she
talked with the kids she talked real softly. She
didn't higher [raise] her voice and in a real
low voice she would talk to them and explain to
them what they did wrong, what they have [had]
to do, and why she put them in time-out, if she
put them in time-out.
Rosemary was observed following this sequence when
disciplining her toddlers,

although her voice was not

always "soft." She was also observed using negative
discipline:

she was the only teacher that used "no" and

"don't" regularly. While she spoke of learning to use
positive discipline,

she was observed using many negative

commands.
Two cooperating teachers served as negative role
models. Ruth had a cooperating teacher who yelled.
she got angry,

she didn't get angry very often,
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"When

but when

she got angry she would just yell,
loose.

really yell and let

It was embarrassing."

Valerie had a cooperating teacher who threatened
children when they misbehaved.

She talked about one child:

There was this wonderful little girl whose
family was all screwed up. There was really no
stability in her life. It was a really good
opportunity to make a difference to this child.
She was very stubborn. If she did not want to do
something she just would not do it. And the
teacher [her cooperating teacher] was just as
stubborn. She would make the child sit on a step
and told her if she did not sit still on the
step she would have to sit on the porch which
scared me because twelve feet away was a major
road. I just can't imagine being a three year
old and being with this woman. I was twenty-two
and I was scared stiff of her.
Michelle,

as the exception among the teachers,

also

believes in positive discipline but did not attribute her
knowledge of this to either her coursework or her
practicum experiences.
The use of "time-out" was another form of guidance
technique frequently mentioned by the teachers.

Four of

them sanctioned removing misbehaving children from a
curriculum area or the group as a disciplinary measure.
Five of them learned about time-out from college courses
and one experienced this procedure in her practica. The
spirit in which time-out was done, however,

differed among

these teachers. Three of them used it as a chance for
directing the child's attention to more productive
behaviors or giving him/her a chance to "regroup".
example,

during one observation of Lisa,
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two children

began to struggle over a toy and she carried one of them
over to the book area where he sat by himself and read
quietly.

She talked about this:

I was talking to him because he was hitting his
friend and he knows [he shouldn't]. So he was
kind of giving himself a time-out so he was just
sitting there for a few minutes.
When asked where she learned about removing children from
volatile situations,

she said it had been "talked about"

in some of her classes but she'd never had to do it before
she had her own classroom. The preschool where she had
done her practicum "never really had discipline problems"
so she had not seen it done.
Amy, who calls it "time away",

doesn't feel that

using a chair for time-out is useful.

She said:

Up at the college we were taught, which I think
is better anyway, the "time away" [method]. Like
if you see a child being frustrated and ready to
hurt someone, move him to another area. I find
that "time-out" [sitting in a chair]...it gets
to them after a while like who cares, it doesn't
faze them. If somebody told me I couldn't play
in the block area and I really wanted to or I
had to leave there because I didn't know how to
play, I think that sticks in my mind more than
just sitting in a chair. So I try to push the
"time-away" more so than "time-out."
Amy was not observed using "time-away" at any time.

In

fact she had to deal explicitly with misbehavior very
seldom.

She spoke of this group as being unusually free of

discipline problems.
Ruth, who removes misbehaving children from the
group,

spoke about how she was taught to do this at her

college:
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We learned that sometimes the child needs an
extra long time to settle down but if you ask
them to return when they're ready then it's up
to them [how long they stay away]. So most of
the time it works.
Rosemary learned about disciplining children in two
different courses and from her practicum.

She said:

[We learned about discipline] with the teacher
at college. They said something about how you do
it. You sit down with them [the child] and talk
first, maybe once or twice and then if they
don't listen or they don't understand, you can
take them and put them in time-out for a few
minutes. Not very long like but for two or three
minutes at the longest.
Rosemary also learned about time-out in an
infant/toddler course.

"We have to go face-to-face with

them and talk and explain why you put them in time-out.
Sometimes we say,

'You need a break'." She also observed

it being used by her cooperating teacher at her practicum.
She said she used to use time-out but doesn't feel
comfortable doing it now. Nevertheless,

she was observed

using it twice with her toddlers. These observations of
Rosemary indicated,

in contrast to the other teachers,

that she tends to use time-out in a punitive manner.
Valerie and Michelle do not use time-out in any form.
Valerie attributes her belief in not punishing children
mainly to her positive earlier experiences with her mother
and her own negative schooling experiences.
her professors at college talking about,

She remembers

"don't do time¬

out... that's the one thing I learned about discipline
college]." She doesn't use this tactic with children.
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[at

Instead she removes herself from the situation and has
another teacher take over until she cools off.
Michelle spoke of her views of time-out:
I don't think it's a very positive thing. It
should only be used in the extreme. I'd rather
yell at a child and let them know that I'm angry
with them than put them in time-out. I think
it's [time-out] degrading, humiliating, and I
don't think they're really learning much by
being in time-out.
It was not clear where these views came from. Her employer
allows its teachers to use time-out and when speaking to
me about this she felt that some of the "less trained"
teachers overuse it in her school.

She had made a

conscious decision not to use it herself.
All of the teachers had to guide children's behavior
many times during each one of the researcher's visits
because it is naturally a part of being a teacher of young
children. A combination of talking about discipline in
classes and observing and talking to their cooperating
teachers helped to formulate the techniques they used.
The literature on beginning teachers places
discipline at the top of the list of problems first year
teachers mention

(Veenman,

1984). Teachers'

especially during the first year,

depends on how

successful they are in disciplining children
Builough,

"survival,"

(Crow,

1991;

1989). The teachers in this study gave no

indication that managing children's behavior was a major
problem at any time in their teaching careers thus far.
Not only were they able to control children's behavior.
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successfully,

but they were also able to articulate their

ideas about why they were using and or not using
particular techniques.
It seems their coursework provided five,

and possibly

all six, with the basic knowledge about discipline,
although only one made explicit references to it,

and,

their

practica allowed them to view teachers guiding children's
behavior and to practice these skills themselves under
supervision. Valerie was the only teacher who mentioned
her earlier life experiences as influential on her views
and styles of discipline. Nevertheless,

considering the

arguments about the strength of personal biography
(Lortie,

1975; Feiman-Nemser,

1989)

it could be assumed

that experiences outside of their formal teacher education
were also influential for the other five participants.
Given their strong memories of their curriculum
courses and the associated opportunities to develop their
instructional strategies while trying out their curricular
knowledge on children,
teachers'

it seems the contributions of these

formal teacher education program on these two

areas of their pedagogical content knowledge were
significant. Although,

as indicated in Chapter IV,

teachers valued their practicum experiences highly,

the
it

seems a good part of their value lay in the opportunities
to practice their on-campus learnings in off-campus
settings and to begin to build the bridges across the gap
between theory and practice.
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Understanding Children From Courses and Practica
An important area of pedagogical content knowledge,
especially for preschool teachers,

is understanding how

children grow and develop. To be able to provide
developmentally appropriate curriculum for young children,
teachers must know what children's needs are in all
aspects of growth at each developmental stage and be able
to provide experiences that will enhance this development.
"In essence,

the early childhood teacher is expected to be

an expert in and an applied practitioner of child
development"

(Peters & Klinzing,

1990, p.73).

Many early childhood experts believe that knowledge
of child development should be central to the curriculum
of all teacher preparation programs
VanderVen,

(Elkind,

1989;

1986). Knowing how children develop and

especially how they learn is a most critical element of
early childhood teacher education far outweighing
knowledge of any content area. The National Association
for the Education of Young Children

(NAEYC),

in their

Criteria for Accreditation of Early Childhood Programs
states,

"Programs should be staffed by adults who

understand child development and who recognize and provide
for children's needs"

(Bredekamp,

1987, p.18). The

Massachusetts Office for Children Staff Qualifications
Project certification reguirements state that all teachers
must take one three-credit college level course in child
growth and development.

175

All of the participants had taken at least one course
in child growth and development or child psychology.

Four

of them talked about the importance of teachers knowing
about child development.

For example, Valerie said,

"Teachers should know the behaviors of the children
they're working with." Lisa said,

"Teachers need to know

how to plan curriculum, what a child at a certain age
should be learning and knowing about,
child is developing. Ruth said,
deal with children.

and just about how a

"You have to know how to

You have to know how to bring yourself

down to their level." When asked what she thought
preschool teachers needed to know in order to be good
teachers,

Rosemary replied:

What they need to know is how to understand
kids. If you don't understand their needs, then
you can't do it [teach]. That's the first thing
you have to have in mind, how you teach them
depends on the age of the children. Like my
group [toddlers], I have to teach them things
that have to be with their age. That's the first
thing, myself, I have to be up with the age of
the kids.
While they could see the generic value in learning
about child development,

their perceptions of the

usefulness of their actual courses in this area were
mixed.

For example, Michelle said about one of her

courses:
It was about getting to know different theorists
like Pavlov, B.F. Skinner, Erikson, and
Piaget...so everyone was getting a little bit of
background on all the stages. Her main complaint
about the course was that "it was difficult to
apply the theory [to my work with children]."
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Amy mentioned a course she took on "early educators
like Montessori.

I don't think it helped me at all.

thought it was a waste of time.

I just

It was great to know their

theories but in the actual classroom it didn't help at
all."
About one early childhood education class, Valerie
said:
Montessori, Head Start, behavior mod . . .just
all the early childhood stuff you need to know.
I forget a lot of it. . .Erikson, Freud, Piaget,
I couldn't tell you whose theory was what. I
mean I was in school and I studied it all
because I had tests for it. I could have told
you then. The theories, the unconscious reason
for things happening, and all that stuff, that's
what we did in class.
Ruth,

on the other hand,

found her child growth and

development course provided her with useful information.
She said:
It was hard but that was good. The course was
about the development of children from birth up
to twelve, diabilities and a little special
needs like genetic disabilities and things like
that. I kept my book because it has a lot of
good information in it.
Social and emotional development were mentioned as
primary concerns for all six teachers,

but only three of

them could trace their beliefs back to where they learned
them.

For example, Amy, whose theme is having fun and

getting along together,

spoke of learning about the

importance of enhancing children's social and emotional
development:
The courses stressed social and emotional
development more than anything. Everything comes
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developmentally, unless there are other
problems, as long as emotional development is
O.K. We were taught if a child can come to
school and get along with his friends and
everything is well, then he's accomplished a
lot.
Michelle,

for whom building children's self-esteem is

important and whose early experiences sparked this belief,
said of her college courses:
They really did deal with how important
children's self-esteem was and we read books on
it too. I think there was one [book] that was
actually called, Your Child's Self-Esteem. It
was a wonderful little book. I can't tell you a
direct thing from it but I remember having a
good feeling after I read it.
Valerie,

who spoke of allowing children to be

individuals and feeling good about themselves,

vaguely

recalls what she learned about this in an early childhood
education class,

"I really can't pinpoint it but I think

we were pretty much taught about children feeling good
about themselves.”
Amy's comment about a psychology class in which she
learned about "the ages and stages"

illustrates how few

connections these teachers made with what they learned
about children and how they're using it.
wasn't anything that stuck in my mind;
through

She said,

"It

that I carried

[with me into the classroom]."

This was the extent to which these teachers made
explicit connections between their knowledge of children
and coursework.

Whereas they had been able to make many

and direct connections between courses and curricular
knowledge,

those about developmental theory were not
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linked with their knowledge of children.
talked about children,
learn,

The way they

about their needs,

about how they

and about what experiences they should have,

indicated these teachers understood young children far
more than the average person.

Five of the six teachers

were obviously well-versed in what to expect of children
as evidenced by their interactions with them and the
curriculum they provided.
The sixth teacher spoke knowledgeably about children
and what to expect of them but her actions belied her
words.

In spite of her assertion that knowledge of child

growth and development was essential,

Rosemary's

expectations for her toddlers were not always
developmentally appropriate.

One explanation for this is

that she could be classified as an "advanced beginner”
according to Berliner's

(1987)

developmental stages;

could still have been "following the rules”

she

she learned

about preschoolers and was not yet able to adapt her
approach to respond to her particular children's needs.
Although no apparent connections were made with any
of their formal teacher education experiences as a source
of their knowledge about children,

further analysis of the

data revealed that this kind of pedagogical content
knowledge was gained in increments over a period of time.
It began with their coursework as the foundation on which
layers of understanding were developed during practica and
the early years of their teaching careers.
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Although the courses consisted primarily of book
learning,

they also provided opportunities to observe both

normally developing children and those with special needs.
For example,

Ruth spoke of "baby days",

Lisa talked about

observing children from the lab school and bringing
children into class to try out curriculum materials on
them. Rosemary and Amy observed in classrooms as part of
their "prepracticum",

and Valerie"s infant and toddler

class went to a hospital to observe premature babies.
Following these courses,

all six teachers were

involved in supervised practicum experiences for at least
one full semester during which they had direct and
intimate contact with children on a daily basis. While
they were engaging in activities with children,
their cooperating teachers,

observing

and implementing their own

curricular activities in these practica,

their knowledge

of children was being expanded.
As described in the following section of this
chapter,

the teachers began to articulate the origins of

their understanding of children when they looked back over
the full range of experience they had with them.

Comparing

age groups they had worked with both in their practica and
on the job,

and "just being around children and watching

what they do" were acknowledged as further contributions
to their understandings.
Perhaps no direct connections were made between
coursework per se and knowledge of children because these
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courses were taught early in the teacher education
programs,

often as prerequisites for practicum

experiences.

Developmentally as teachers they were not

ready to accommodate this information so early in their
careers.

Katz

(1984)

refers to this phenomenon as the

"feed forward" theory and Berliner
teachers

(stage one)

(1988)

contends novice

learn more through the accumulation

of experience than being told. Nevertheless,

coursework

did lay the theoretical groundwork and then,

direct work

with children caused it to come alive later on.

Guided

observations and direct experience with children are
believed to be effective ways to teach child development
(Peters & Klinzing,

1990).

It was this layering of hands-

on experiences with the theoretical learning that,

in

retrospect, helped these teachers develop their
understanding of children.
The notion of the integration of child development
into all areas of the curriculum of a teacher preparation
program has been offered by some as the ideal way for
preschool teachers to learn about children:
The fundamentals of child development are not a
course or part of a course, but rather a set of
recurring themes that are presented, and re¬
presented, and reinforced throughout the early
childhood teacher preparation program. Child
development is not just learning a set of
theories and definitions but it involves the
formulation of a philosophy that permeates all
interactions and decisions one makes about what
one does in the classroom (p.74).
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It appears knowledge about children was so firmly
ingrained in these teachers from an amalgamation of
experiences that it had become second nature to them.
Amy said,

”1 just do it

[child development].
thinking,

[teach]

As

without thinking about it

I just realize,

without even

the child should be doing this.”

Discussion of Formal Teacher Educational Influences
Formal teacher education,
childhood teachers,

for these six early

contributed to all areas of their

pedagogical content knowledge and,
(1988)

found,

as Grossman and Richert

different components of their educational

experiences had varying degrees of influence on particular
aspects of their knowledge.

For example,

courses were a

major source of their curricular knowledge.

These teachers

linked experiences they offered to children with their
curriculum courses.

Courses are where they learned what to

teach as well as the materials and resources needed to
teach this content.

As in the Grossman and Richert study,

the participants learned how to conceptualize the various
curriculum areas so they could teach them to children.
Practicum experiences were seen by these teachers as
a major source of learning about instructional strategies
or how to teach.

In Rosemary's words:

I learned how to deal with activities, how to
deal with kids when they argue when one has
something and the other wants it. I learned how
to deal with parents, that's very important. I
learned a lot from student teaching, I learned a
lot.
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These teachers also had opportunities to try out their
ideas and observe others carrying out theirs during
practica.

In Michelle's words:

Practicum is the one that gives you the most
ideas, that is the most useful. Being able to
know what you're comfortable with and seeing how
other people do it. You're learning whether you
want to [learn] or not.
Opportunities for developing their understanding of
children were provided by the continuous interactions with
them as individuals and in groups throughout their twoyear programs.

Although these teachers made few explicit

connections of their understandings of children with
either course or practicum experiences,

their

understanding of children was apparent.

As the next

section suggests,

these teachers continued to learn from

watching children and from experimentation in their
teaching to see what works and what doesn't.
This study supports Grossman and Richert's

(1988)

findings that field experiences were perceived as the
major source of learning to teach and also that courses
contributed

to their pedagogical content knowledge in

important ways.

The two different experiences were often

referred to in tandem by these teachers as sources of
teaching knowledge.

There seemed to be no question of the

relevance of their teacher education programs to their
work with children.

Unlike some teacher trainees for

specific subject matter or older age groups
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(Weinstein,

1989),

these teachers valued what they learned during

formal training to teach.
In fact,

formal teacher education was perceived by

these teachers as being indispensable in terms of
preparing them for teaching. Ruth's comments reflect the
views of all six teachers when she said,

"I don't think

I'd be as good a teacher if I didn't have the education I
have ...

I couldn't have gone in

[the classroom]

and

done it without the degree.”
Early Professional

(Induction)

Early professional experience,

Experiences

in this study, refers

to what happened to these participants in their work as
teachers of preschool children during the years directly
following graduation from their formal teacher education
programs

(commonly termed the induction years).

The three

major sources of learning to teach from experience for
these teachers were other people,

trial-and-error,

and

inservice teacher development activities.
Learning From Other Teachers
One of the conclusions Lortie

(1975)

drew from his

sociological study of teachers was that teachers are often
lonely,

neglected,

isolated professionals who receive

little support from other adults in their work.

Based on

this finding he recommends that what teachers most need is
adult contact in their day-to-day classroom work as well
as more opportunities for interaction and exchange of
ideas with other teachers. The structure of the preschool
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classrooms for these teachers offered many opportunities
for this to happen.
The state regulations for licensing of child care
centers mandate that there be one teacher for every ten
children between the ages of 2.9 and 7 years
of Massachusetts,

(Commonwealth

1990). The ratio of adults to children

lowers as the age of the children gets younger.

Five of

these teachers had at least one other adult in the room
with them at all times.

Lisa's group was too small to

warrant a second person but there were two other teachers
and a teaching director in her center and groups were
often combined early and late in the day,

outdoors,

and in

the snack room.
Regular staff meetings are also a state requirement
”to address center issues of programming, meeting
individual needs of children, policies, procedures,
parent communication"
1990, p.108)•

and

(Commonwealth of Massachusetts,

Staff meetings and working in teams provided

many opportunities for these teachers to learn from one
another in both formal and informal contexts. The ways
these teachers learned from each other,
ideas,

solving problems,

presented below.

i.e.,

sharing

and helping each other,

are

They also learned from each other by

"watching" informally. Working together not only prevents
feelings of isolation,

it also provides opportunities for

the teachers to observe each other.
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Such opportunities

provided these teachers with both positive and negative
role models on the job.
Sharing Ideas:

Curricular Knowledge.

The teachers

spoke of sharing and exchanging materials and ideas for
activities with colleagues in their own settings, with
colleagues from other schools,
For example,

and with student teachers.

on one of my visits with Amy I observed her

singing with the children and using a notebook when she
needed some words for a song.

I asked her about the source

of this song notebook and she said:
There was a teacher here one year that used to
write down her songs and one time I just took
all her songbooks and copied them down and typed
them all up into a book in categories.
Valerie spoke of professional exchanges with another
teacher in her school who was also interested in
children's books:
The kindergarten teacher is into books as much
as I am so we talk a lot about what we can do
with this book, and this is a great book. We
introduce a line of books to each other. That's
nice to have somebody who feels the same way I
do. We had a book fair here and Margie came
flying into my room saying [excitedly], "Did you
see it? They set it up!" We were so excited we
said, "We're going to sleep here tonight!" It's
nice to have somebody like that around who is so
enthusiastic about it as I am.
Ruth talked about sharing ideas with a teacher in the
room next to hers where the door is always open between
them:
She's really great. I love her, I learn a lot
from her...she's been teaching so long and she's
so good at coming up with ideas. She's the type
of person who can just write a lesson plan and
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she's got all these ideas off the top of her
head that are super.
Michelle, whose center provides regional seminars for
its employees,

spoke of sharing ideas at another level:

When you go to these workshops you're working
with all different teachers who have been
working with the same age group, all with the
same company so we all have a similar philosophy
and everyone has different ideas that have
worked and have failed and you can share all
that.
Two of the teachers had student teachers in their
rooms.

Both Amy and Ruth spoke of the curricular ideas

these students brought to their programs. Amy is the
cooperating teacher for two student teachers who come to
her classroom four mornings a week.

She spoke their

contributions:
They do activities in a different area every
week, which is good, plus they have such new
ideas. Last year (we do woodworking) we had one
that did woodworking. She brought in sanders and
it was great 'cause our kids had never had that
before and now they do.
On one visit a student teacher, who had brought in
geoboards

(square boards with rows of nails sticking up),

was observed working with the children to make shapes and
patterns by stretching elastic bands between and around
the nails.

The student teachers had helped to set up the

dramatic play area around the fire safety theme,

and one

student teacher was observed in the block area with a
layout of a town she had made for the children to use with
vehicles and blocks.
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All of the teachers but Lisa, who works alone,

spoke

of meetings where they got together with other staff
members in their early childhood centers to plan their
curriculum.

For example, Michelle said,

"We usually try to

have a team meeting and we set up the classroom so that
all different areas of the classroom have something
integrated to go along with our theme."
Ruth,

her co-teacher,

and her student teacher get

together once a week at her house to plan their
curriculum:
Helen, Betty, and I have a lot of fun when we're
doing lessons that we haven't done before so we
get to learn a lot of new information about what
we're doing. Helen brings a bottle of soda and I
make popcorn and we all sit around the coffee
table and we all have lesson plans and
everything spread out all over the living room
floor.
In Rosemary's center,

she,

the lead toddler teacher,

and the two aides plan their curriculum together:
We sit down at naptime and we talk. [We ask each
other] What are we going to do? We can do this
this way and it comes from the teachers and the
teachers' aides and finally we come up with an
idea.
Lisa worked alone in her classroom most of the time
and she did not speak of planning with her colleagues as
the others did. Although she was physically alone, her
situation was such that there were other teachers in close
proximity and she spoke of the helpfulness of her
director.

It was clear that for these teachers,

it was

natural and comfortable to share ideas with each other.
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Solving Problems:

Instructional Strategies.

Similar

to their openness about sharing ideas for curriculum
materials and resources,

these teachers were also willing

to work with their colleagues to solve problems that
teaching young children generate such as helping them to
get along with others,
routines,

to negotiate certain daily

and setting up the environment.

solving was done in staff meetings,
by brainstorming.

This problem

through modeling,

and

For example Amy said:

We have staff meetings once a week and we bring
up problems like, "This is my first time
teaching and it's like, god, I don't know what
to do. Help!" We had one [a staff meeting]
yesterday and the teacher downstairs said she's
having problems because two of the children in
her room are like glue [clingy] so we all
discussed ideas and she got input from other
teachers.
She also said her director gives the teachers ideas about
how to handle concerns that children might have about such
life crises as death or divorce.
One day Ruth was having trouble getting a child to
wash his hands. Another teacher came in the bathroom and
modeled a way to get him to do it. Ruth described how she
helped:
She came in and she just said, "Bet you can't
wash your hands like me, bet you can't wash your
hands like me. Bet you can't get two sguirts of
soap. Bet you can't rub your hands together. Bet
you can't get them nice and clean. Bet you can't
pat them dry...etc." Meanwhile, Bobby is doing
everything she's doing right along with her. She
played a little game to get him to do it.
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The teachers in Amy's room "brainstormed" one day to
solve a show-and-tell problem:
We used to have show-and-tell and the children
would bring in fishing poles. We had to find
some way to confine [control the size of] these
show-and-tell objects. We all brainstormed one
day, that was the easiest thing to do, and came
up with this show-and-tell box [about the size
of a large shoe box]. The children take it home
and put one thing that will fit in the box [and
bring it back].
Working on setting up the room was a team effort for
several of the teachers.

For example, Michelle spoke of

her experience doing this:
It [space arrangement] was pretty much already
there and we just sat down and discussed how we
would be able to rearrange it so that our space
would be suited with more defined areas. We
really try hard to keep that as a team...We each
had our own opinions and then we went through
and actually did the final moving.
Ruth spoke of how she and her co-teacher set up their
room,

"Helen and I set it up together. We came in a couple

of days before school was supposed to start and we
basically talked about what areas we wanted in what parts
of the room."
Amy was not completely satisfied with her room set up
and she,
it.

the director,

and her co-teacher were working on

She said:
One reason our library isn't used much this year
is because it's right near the fire station and
that's a really lousy place for it to be. So I
think we're going to have to work on that. We
talked about it last week but we haven't had any
solutions yet.
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The openness of these teachers to learning from their
colleagues can be summed up by a statement made by
Rosemary:
Every single day I learn a little bit from
everybody. I talk with them, we can share ideas
and thoughts about what we're going to do and we
are learning. I learn from everybody.
Michelle reflected the attitude exhibited by these
teachers in general about helping each other:
I think we all help each other. If we have a
certain problem we all can get a little
grievance out here and there. We all try to
support each other.
Working as a Team:

Instructional Strategies.

sharing ideas and solving problems,

Besides

just working alongside

another teacher and helping each other seemed to be a
daily and natural occurrence also.

For example,

room where there are at least 25 children,

in Ruth's

the hour

between lunch and settling down for nap was a study in
organization.
As children finished their lunch and put their
utensils in the appropriate bins,

they were ushered down

the hall to the bathroom. When they returned they were to
select a book,

gather their blankets and other

transitional objects,

get on their cots,

and eventually

settle down and go to sleep or at least rest quietly.
During all this,

one teacher was on bathroom duty,

one

teacher was putting all the chairs up on the tables,
sweeping the floors,

and setting up the cots. As children

returned from the bathroom they were helped with removing
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their shoes and settling in.

Backs were rubbed, heads

patted, whatever needed to be done that would have a
calming effect on each child.
well orchestrated,

The whole procedure was very

a perfect example of three teachers

working together as a team.
Valerie also spoke of the importance of presenting a
"united front" to children when more than one teacher
worked with a single group:
One of the rules we have in our room, like at
lunch time they ask me if they can eat their
chips and I tell them they have to eat their
apple, they can't go ask another teacher. If the
teacher says it, a teacher or an aide (we try to
treat the aide in our room like we do the
teachers), if they say they have to leave the
block area [for example], they have to listen to
that teacher. It's not OK to go and ask another
teacher.
Many of the teachers combined groups and worked
together.

Rosemary's group,

for example, played with the

preschool group when they arrived each morning.

Later,

they had lunch with the younger toddler group. Valerie's
group had "dance parties" with the kindergarten. The
kindergarten children also came into her room and read to
her group.

One of Michelle's children had just gone into

the toddler room and "read" a book to them the day before
I had seen this same child read it to her own group.

There

were many instances of freely visiting back and forth
between different age groups as several teachers pitched
in to work together.
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Watching Each Other.

The openness and freedom of

visiting back and forth as well as having several teachers
working together provided many opportunities for these six
teachers to see other teachers at work.

These teachers

spoke of both positive and negative role models they had
encountered during their first years on the job.

For

example, Amy, who spoke often of the importance of
"listening" to children and whom the researcher saw
leading extended discussions at group time,

recalled a

teacher from whom she had learned:
A lot of teachers we've had here were excellent
teachers. I've learned something from every one
of them. Terry is an excellent teacher. She is
the part of me where the listening is. She
always, always sat down and listened to the
children and they love her to this day.
About another teacher Amy said:
She was like the mother to all the children. You
know, part of me, like all the hugs and things,
I think [is like her]. I think a little of me is
part of all the teachers, or a lot of teachers
I've worked with. And then there's some that
have come through that I'm like, oh god, I'll
never do that!
Valerie spoke of a colleague she tries to model in
her interactions with children:
She always gives the children a choice [when she
disciplines them]. Sometimes I'll find myself
saying, "Now you can't use that toy [toy]
anymore," instead of saying, "If I speak to you
again about this you won't be able to use it.
I've asked you one time..." So I think I learn a
lot from watching her. I think her best guality
is patience. I think she really respects the
children and really lets them be themselves and
finds the humor in them. She always finds the
good in children.
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Amy and Valerie also spoke of negative models with
whom they had worked. Amy expounded on how a teacher
was no longer at the center)

(who

talked to children:

The way some of them [the teachers we've had
here] talked to children, I was like filing in
my head, "Don't ever say that, make sure you
never say that!" [For example] naptime is
probably one of the worst times we had last
year. It was like we had no children that slept.
They were always running around. [She'd say]
"I'm so mad at you. I can't wait to get out of
here." That was something she'd say, "I just
can't wait to leave, you're making me want to
leave." I just don't think you tell a four year
old little child that. Their world would be
crushed. The teacher did end up leaving a month
before school ended so I can imagine what some
of those children that she was yelling at
thought. "Oh my god, did I make her leave?"
Valerie worked with a teacher her first year at her
center whose rigidity made her want to be just the
opposite:
She had something planned, we did it. She didn't
go off the track... A lot of times the children
will take food out of the refrigerator and take
it up to the block area to have a "picnic". She
would not allow them to do that. She was the
experienced one and I was rather mousey about
saying it's OK for them to do that. I bit my
tongue and said, "When she's gone we'll do
this," and when she was gone, did we do it all!
I think I learned mainly from rebelling against
her. I'd say [to the children], "Don't worry,
she leaves at 3:30, we'll have a picnic up there
when she's gone."
Michelle compared herself to the co-teacher in her
room:
The other lead teacher has a much more
regimented circle [than I do]. In some way I may
be a little harder on myself because they keep
their attention more because they have a fear of
you if they don't sit that way. They have to be
quiet, perfect, one person opens their mouth and
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boom! [snaps her fingers] I'm just not
comfortable with that.
These teachers observed behavior they wanted to
emulate as well as behavior they would never copy. Just as
they had role models in their field experiences, their
actual jobs continued to provide them with inside views of
other teachers at work.
Much of what these preschool teachers learned while
on the job came from their daily and intimate contact with
their colleagues. The support they got from other teachers
sustained them and prevented the feelings of isolation so
often felt by teachers in the higher grades. None of these
teachers spoke of the sense of isolation that elementary
and secondary school teachers often feel. In fact, much of
what they had learned in their early years on the job was
from

other teachers and their immediate supervisors.

"Just trying things out11

; Trial-and-Error

Another unique aspect of preschool education that
makes it different from elementary school is the absence
of a standardized or set curriculum. One positive feature
of this lack of consensus about what preschool teachers
need to know and be able to do is their freedom of choice
about what and how they teach children. The teachers in
this study seemed to be willing to experiment as they went
along.

"Trial-and-error" was a phrase they often used in a

positive way when they talked about their work.
Curricular Knowledge. Several of the teachers talked
about experimenting with materials to see how children
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respond to them. For example, when Michelle talked about
her collage activity she said:
I tend to enjoy art so I'm on the creative side.
I like to be able to just let them go with that.
These particular things I took out were just
things we had around. I thought if I gave them
textures, colors, shapes just to see if they had
real strategic ways of placing them or if they
were just random and how they did it...That's
the nice thing about spreading things out [on
the table] and seeing what their attention span
is. I mean there wasn't [sic] that many things
for them to experiment with so it was real
interesting to see how long they would keep
working on it.
About experimenting with a variety of things in her water
table Valerie said:
We used to have this great round water table but
it broke. The teacher that I worked with the
first year had water in the water table and that
was it. So at about 5 o'clock at night, after
she had gone, I'd only have about two kids so I
put marbles in it. It was great. They would spin
them around like a roulette wheel. They really
liked it. Or we'd get out the magnetic marbles
that would meet in the center and they really
liked it and that's when I started putting other
things in the table... I like to try to do
different things with the kids. I love to do
something that they haven't done before. I put
something away for a long time, and then take it
out again to see how they react to it.
Using games, Amy found out "what works and what
doesn't work by trial-and-error":
I brought in games this year that I had used
last year [with kindergarteners] that just don't
work. These kids just can't do what they
[kindergarteners] did last year. In order to
avoid all frustrations you just find out what
does work. So [I learned] probably a lot from
the school like learning through all the classes
and [through] trying it out or adding your own
touches to elaborate on it.
About self-expressive activities Valerie said:
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My favorite ideas are the ones I come up with
when I have thrown things together when I'm
unprepared. That's really when the kids catch
onto something. I don't really know where that
[discovery] came from. I think a lot of it is
just trying things out. I think a lot of myself
is very childlike and I think a lot of that
comes from what I would like.
Setting up the environment was a trial-and-error
situation for two of the teachers. When I asked Lisa how
she knew what to put where,

she said:

Well, I change it around every so often. I like
to put everything in different places to kind of
give it a different atmosphere.
About her room arrangement Amy said:
At one time we had the block area closer to the
dramatic play area and it was just too wild. The
children in dramatic play couldn't hear
themselves pretend so we just moved it further
away. A lot of it was set up when I first
started. The director had already set it up. She
said, "This is the way we've set it up. Try it
out; if it doesn't work, move it." So through
trial-and-error like trying it out [this
arrangement is the result].
Instructional Strategies.

Several of the teachers

devised instructional strategies from trying things out.
For example,

Lisa learned how to play with children and

the blocks on her own.

She explained:

I'll just help if they want help but I just let
them build the way they want to do it because
when it's done I think they're proud of what
they did. If they need help I'll help them if it
keeps falling down and they're getting
frustrated. Then maybe I'll put a block
underneath or something.
At the beginning of the year, Ruth and her co-teacher were
having circle time with all twenty children. About this
she said:
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We found that it was harder to keep the children
interested because it was more children. So in
January we split the groups up. Helen has her
group and I have mine. That seems to work a lot
better because it's smaller. A lot of it is
trial-and-error. You don't know what's going to
happen 'til you try it so that's the way it
ended up.
As an experimental trial in response to children's
behavior, Valerie set up boundaries on her playground
outside of which the children cannot go.

She described her

experiment:
What was happening up there [an area on the edge
of the woods] was the entire area was out of the
play yard and the kids were always up there and
we were always telling them they were out of the
play yard and it made them want to go up there
even more. So we created the boundaries and now
they can go up there. The day we created them
hardly anybody went up there so I think you need
to know when to let the rules go and when to
create boundaries that are not usually there.
You know, if they're all doing this one thing
maybe there's a reason they're all doing it. You
have to look at your own rules and maybe you
need to change them.
Ruth discovered a way of getting children to
negotiate the halls in an orderly fashion.

She talked

about how this discovery came about:
Helen and I have kind of experimented with
different things and we figured out that if a
child has a partner to hold onto, then they do
better walking down the hall than just wandering
by themselves. They know their partner is going
to watch out for them and they're supposed to
look out for their partner.
Approaches to having children help in cleaning up the
room after they play also were developed by
experimentation.

For example,

I observed Lisa engaging her

children in cleaning up the blocks by assigning a certain

198

color to each child. About arriving at this approach she
said:
I always try to give them a
the blocks cleaned up and I
had a color then they could
color. Having them clean up
generally cleaning up. So I
something.

job. I wanted all
figured if they each
go and look for that
wasn't working, just
had to think of

Valerie spoke of what she discovered about clean-up:
I find it helps at clean-up time if I assign
them jobs. I say, "I think I need a volunteer,"
and they say, "Well, I'll do it." I found this
out by trying it! I have three kids at the end
of the day that really like to help and I'll
just give them a sponge. One day, for 45
minutes, they cleaned the tables. They had the
music blasting and they were all dancing around
the tables. It was great! They loved it!
In some cases these teachers made a conscious effort
to try out things that were different from what they had
observed or were taught.

For example, when talking about

an observation during which she kept all the children in
one area of the room, Rosemary said:
When I'm doing something at the table I don't
want one over here and one over there. I want
everybody there at the same time...That's my own
idea. Other teachers do it individual[ly] but I
like to keep them in the same place...They used
to tell us you could have a group at the table
and two or three over there and two or three
over here but I feel I like it better if they
stay in the same place.
While Lisa was reading a story she allowed the
children to make comments to which she responded.
said,

She

"I've watched other teachers and some wouldn't allow

the kids to interrupt. They just read the book...I've
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learned from experience that they retain it better if we
talk about it".
In observations of Michelle's classroom,
children doing many things for themselves.

I saw

One of these

was setting the table up for lunch. About this Michelle
said:
That's kind of something I've done on my own.
Not everyone [in the center] does it but I think
the children are old enough and capable of doing
that. Also it keeps them involved and gives me a
little less to do. To me, it just makes
sense...I just figured it out from working with
them. They're perfectly capable and you can see
they enjoy helping too.
Valerie worked with a teacher who didn't get down on
the floor with children.

She said,

"I just found that the

children really responded more when you're down at their
level and playing with them," and during one observation
Valerie was on the floor with the children in the dramatic
play area playing with the "babies". Michelle talked about
her role with children when they are playing and how she
came to center her attention on the children:
I think that is done consciously because it is
sometimes more natural to stand there with the
adults and be able to rap with them. It is
something I'm aware of and I try to keep my
focus on the children. I think it's just that I
decided that that's where my main focus needs to
be.
Ruth's comment about trying things out captures the
essence of what all the participants said about
experimenting:

"This year [her first one] has been a lot

of trial-and-error kind of thing.
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There are lots of things

I've learned

[from trying things out]." Trial-and-error

was used primarily to discover what instructional
strategies worked.

Curricular knowledge was developed

through experimenting but not as frequently.

The next

section presents descriptions of how these teachers
developed their understanding of children.
"Just being around children"
Observing children or,

as Amy said,

"just being

around children and watching what they do," was the part
of these teachers'

early on the job experience that

contributed to their understanding of children.

For

example, Michelle who wants children to be able to do
things for themselves,

spoke about where she developed

this belief:
I think with this age I just kind of sat back
because in January it was really the first time
I had ever worked with preschoolers on my own
other than in practicum. Before that it was
toddlers where the teacher takes a lot more
initiative. I started off [with the
preschoolers] just sitting back and trying to
get a perspective and I think ever since then,
when I realized they have these skills and I
could just kind of respond to what they needed
rather than having to initiate. It just seems to
be something that works for me. I don't think
it's something I ever really thought of or
planned on.
Valerie, who believes in individualizing,

spoke of

what she has learned from being with children:
I've found through working with children
different things work for different children.
There are just days when they might need
something that's not normally done. Working with
children this young you have to be
individualized and know what works with them.
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Often the knowledge of children they gained from
watching helped to formulate their ideas about how they
taught.

For example,

her group.

Lisa was observed reading a story to

The children were not listening so she stopped

before it was finished and suggested that they would do
something else and come back to it later. About this she
said:
Because where I see they're not really
interested maybe later we'd go back to it or
something but I don't want to push it if they're
not interested. I wouldn't want to make them sit
there because I know they wouldn't be happy.
It's just too hard. I learned from experience
that if you make them sit there it's just not
going to work.
When getting ready to go outside with her children,
Michelle asked them to find a partner and help each other
zipper up their jackets.

She explained:

It's kind of a timesaver for myself and just to
help them work on helping each other. It's also
a way of working on their skills because a lot
of times it's easier to do it in front of you
[rather than looking down]. It's just something
I've developed while working with them
[preschoolers].
When out on a field trip to a construction site with
Valerie's group,

she was heard describing what the welders

were doing in the following way:

"See the fire up there?

You know how we glue things together? The torch glues the
metal together." About this she said:
I think I'm trying to explain it in the simplest
terms. Getting in words like "welding" so they
know what it is and just relating it to their
experiences. They're not going to get it if you
don't relate it to them. I think I know how to
do that just from working with children. They
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let you know when your explanation is not
acceptable. So I think now over the years,
although I haven't been doing it that long, over
time to break it down to the simplest thing.
Ruth, who follows up stories with discussions of it
said:
It gives me a sense of whether they were
listening to the story and whether they were
paying attention to the details. It's a kind of
extension activity. I enjoy knowing what they
thought about the story and what books they like
and what books they don't like.
Comparing Age Groups: Understanding Children
Another source of understanding of children came from
having experience with a variety of age groups.

Three of

the teachers compared present experiences with past
experiences they had with other age groups.

For example,

Michelle, who had worked with toddlers for a year and a
half before she went into the four and five year olds'
room,

compared the younger and the older children in the

following way:
With toddlers so much of your time is spent
working on the self-help skills. With this age
group [preschoolers] a lot of them just need a
little more of a push that someone believes they
can really do it. So that's really what I try,
at least initially. To say, "Oh come one, I've
seen you try it. Why don't you try it again?"
And see if you can get them to try and hopefully
be successful.
She also spoke of using the same art materials with each
age group and how she found each one responds differently:
These are all activities I do with preschoolers
too but they'll say, "What are we going to do
with this? They're looking for something to do
with it, to have a finished product to show.
Toddlers are just as happy to make a big mess.
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You never want to do anything product-oriented
with that age.
Rosemary,

who put glue on the paper for the toddlers

and whose only other teaching experience was with
preschoolers said:
If I give the glue to them they're going to put
the glue all over the paper and they're not
going to look nice. I prefer to put the glue on
and make the pictures. In preschool you can do
that. You can give the glue to them and they can
put the glue on the paper but with the toddlers,
you have to do it...In preschool we can give
them the pictures so they can color the
pictures, they can glue it. Toddlers, it's not
so easy so we [the teachers] have to be involved
in the activity.
Amy had taught kindergarten the previous year.

She

recalled how the older group engaged in discussions:
When I had kindergarten I had a big write-on,
wipe-off board and each kid would tell a bit of
news like the news of the day or something. But
this year, these kids can't even sit still for
15 minutes. I can't do that...[I use a lot of]
trial-and-error when I talk to them to try to
get them to open up more.
Working with various age-groups made these teachers more
aware of what to expect from children.
"My own idea11:

Instructional Strategies

Often the teachers could not identify the source of
their knowledge.

They spoke of an instructional strategy

as being their "own idea".

For example,

when asked about

an observation of Rosemary helping children do puzzles by
turning the puzzle or the piece around,

she said:

I just do it like that. Helping them without
touching the puzzle and just let them turn it
around so they can learn for themselves. If I
took a piece of the puzzle and I show them this
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goes here, they're not going to learn.
going to ask for help all the time.

They're

Valerie talked about her belief in the importance of
keeping the classroom organized:
I think it's important to have it neat and set
up a little bit rather than gust everything
thrown around like it was this morning. It's
more inviting to them and it really reflects in
the way they play. If the things are set up,
that's the way they're going to play with it. If
everything is thrown around in here, they're
going to come in here and throw it around more,
I think.
Amy was observed sitting at a table playing learning
games with one child. When asked if she was taught how do
to that she said:
No. I don't even know if I'm doing it right. I
try to ask as many questions as I possibly can
like I just had her count the snowmen and I
asked her her colors and things. I just know how
to do it from experience.
Rosemary uses both Spanish and English in her
classroom.

She said,

"Nobody told me to do that.

think it's a good idea.

I just

If we have both [ethnic groups],

we should have both languages." One day Valerie played a
Harry Belafonte record.

She said,

"I play a lot of adult

music in the classroom because I think the children
respond more to it than children's music.
upbeat songs.

I play a lot of

They like to dance so we do a lot of

dancing."
These teachers felt free to try out their own ideas.
As Lisa said,

"If something doesn't work.

I'll try

something else." Fear of failure was not an issue for
them.
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Teacher Development Activities
Teacher development activities,

in this study,

refer

to the resources available to the teachers in the forms of
workshops,

consultations,

and written materials. These

were the third major source of learning to teach from
experience, with curricular knowledge being the primary
area of pedagogical content knowledge that they seemed to
provide.
Workshops. A large portion of Amy and Michelle's
inservice educational activities was in the form of
workshops made available to them by their centers.
Michelle's were regional seminars sponsored by her
company.

Some of Amy's were in the form of staff meetings,

others were community-based.

Lisa spoke of community-based

workshops she had attended also.
For Michelle, who felt her teacher education program
was lacking in hands-on experiences, workshops made up for
this gap. Michelle talked about these workshops with the
same enthusiasm the other five teachers spoke about their
curriculum courses in college.

For example,

she spoke of a

workshop on blocks and the experiential approach it
provided:
I signed up for a workshop on blocks, on
building with them. We all got down on our hands
and knees and we were building with blocks! It
was great! And he'd add things to it and we'd
discuss it as we were going along and it was
fantastic. That kind of thing is much more
informative when you can actually do a hands-on
approach.
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She commented on their usefulness:
They really stimulate ideas and a lot of times
you have group discussions. They are on how to
make the most of your blocks, housekeeping,
different things like that. One of the things I
went to last year was learning how to do
curriculum webs. Just sitting down and putting
all your ideas on paper and then deciding what
areas you might want to put them in. So it's
very relevant to what I'm doing.
She went on to explain how they related to her college
experience:
Actually, it kind of just continues on. In some
ways its easier because I'm working all the time
so I know what is going to work. I have a better
idea. In practicum you are always the one there
as the assistant. When you're actually in charge
it's always different. The experiences I got
from college were excellent yet I look back and
rather than taking one full-semester course,
sometimes I feel the one and one-half hour
workshops are just as fulfilling. Because you
leave with so many hands-on ideas whereas what
you get from college is so often theory. It's
hard to apply it sometimes.
Amy liked going to workshops to get new ideas.

She

said:
I try to go to at least one of those a month
plus [in] our staff meetings we all discuss
ideas and input from other teachers. The
workshops are really good because you have all
different types of teachers, all different kinds
of ideas coming at you. They're great. I love
them!
She spoke of a lack of curricular knowledge in a
particular area that these workshops fulfilled:
We never really learned about block play in
college. We always had block play when I had my
student teaching but it was the same thing. They
just pulled out the different kinds of blocks.
Once I went to a workshop on blocks. We had one
where they put dramatic play with blocks and
they had hard hats. We've tried to do a lot of
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that because I really have a hard time with
blocks.
Lisa liked the augmentation of
offered her.

ideas the workshops

She said:

I think the workshops are helpful. I just went
to one maybe two weeks ago and that was
interesting. It was all about making games and
paper games and things like that. I had seen a
lot of it but it also gave me some new ideas.
Some of the things I've done because of the
units I've done but some were different. They
also gave [the name of a place] where you can go
and get free contact paper and things.
About a lego workshop she said:
That was neat. We played with the legos and she
showed us different ideas and different types of
sets they have out. It was good.
Structured teacher development activities were
eagerly received by three of the teachers.

Neither Ruth

nor Valerie mentioned attending any workshops.

Rosemary

had attended ten during her first year of teaching but
couldn't remember much about them.

Apparently they did not

make the same impression on her as they did on Michelle,
Lisa,

and Amy.
Resource Books.

While workshops were not important

sources of knowledge for Rosemary,

she did rely

extensively on resource books to add to her curricular
knowledge.

She said:

I have a lot of books that I read. I have a
whole closet full of books at home. [They come]
from a book club that a friend in college told
me about. [The ideas for two of the observed
glueing activities came from a book.] I was
looking through my books the other day and I saw
it and I did it.
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Amy's

ideas for product art came from a combination

of resource books and her center.

Only open-ended art

activities were stressed in her teacher education program.
About this she said:
[It comes from] a lot of books that I see. You
know, things to make for children or just
remembering things that I had done [as a child]
or the director had done. Probably from here
[her center], definitely not college. That was
the biggest no-no up there.
Lisa,

who also uses both product- and process-

oriented art learned from her college and high school
experiences respectively,

was making Indian headdresses

with the children with a strip of paper and three feathers
during one visit.

She had gotten this idea from a book.

Although a lot of what Amy learned about how to teach
children indirectly certain concepts like colors and
letters from her formal teacher education program,

she

also got a lot of ideas about how to make learning games
from books.

She said:

I have this one book, R is for Rainbow, and it
has each letter and then it will say your
objective [for the activity] like "by doing this
project the child will be familiar with the
color red" or something. You might not even
think about it.
I saw her using a color matching game that came from this
book.
When Rosemary was asked about where she had learned
how to play with the children in housekeeping as she did,
she said:
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From a book I bought from a catalog. It is about
dramatic play, blocks. It gives you a lot of
ideas about how to do things.
The songs she sang with the children came from "books and
a couple of cassettes" that she had at home,

as well as

from "papers" a teacher gave her in college.
Amy, who had had some science for children in college
but "it wasn't a major thing," learned about how to do
science and social studies from books.

She explained:

I don't remember social studies at all. So I
taught myself how to do them [science and social
studies] by using books. We have so many books
[at school] and I have at least five crates fill
with books at home. Some are text books but a
lot are curriculum books that you send away for
with ideas, so that's where I got a lot of my
social studies themes.
Although Michelle had gotten a lot of good ideas
about how to teach science to children in her practicum,
the idea for the experiment she did with the children
during one of my visits came from a book.

She explained

how she used it:
What the lesson plan in the book gave you was
really what you need for materials and it gave
you one question, "How can we put a paper towel
in water without it getting wet?" I made up all
the other questions. They weren't like I planned
them, they were just questions that came up
naturally as it went around.
Michelle adapted the idea to suit her group.
When Lisa was asked how she knew how to choose books
for her children she said:
I have a book at home and it has all books for
preschoolers and like the reference books and it
just has a little paragraph of what the book is
about. Like different picture books and books
about death and dying, and all different ones
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like that. It's a really neat book.
graduation.
Michelle,
half years,

I got it for

who worked with toddlers for one and one-

spoke of her lack of college experience

providing knowledge of that age group and how she
developed her curricular knowledge about teaching them
from consulting printed materials:
I read a lot of books. I owned the book. Things
to do With Toddlers and Twos which is wonderful
and Just to realize that the simplest things
fascinate them and how much just the
process...you never want to do anything product
oriented at that age. For example, putting out
shaving cream and maybe adding a few drops of
food coloring. They are fascinated by it.
Resource books were an important source of curricular
ideas for the four teachers that used them.

Sometimes they

were used to fill in a gap left by their teacher education
programs,

sometimes they were used just to add to an

already existing body of curricular knowledge.
they were used for,

Whatever

all four of these teachers spoke with

pride of their collections of resource books,

of how they

were always looking for new ones to enlarge their
collections,

and how often they used them to get ideas.

Grossman and Richert

(1988),

whose study demonstrates

how subject matter knowledge influences classroom
teaching,

found that teachers feel they need to expand in

this area when they start to teach.

The need to know more

about curricular knowledge was exhibited by these teachers
through attendance at workshops,

211

the use of resource

books,

and working with each other as demonstrated in the

first section of this chapter.
Discussion of Professional Experience as a Source
Professional experience is recognized by many as a
legitimate phase on the learning-to-teach continuum
(Berliner,

1987; Feiman-Nemser,

1983,

Spodek,

1988).

Learning on the job contributed to all areas of these
teachers' pedagogical content knowledge but in their
views,

their knowledge of

instructional strategies and

understanding of children were the most enhanced. The
importance of experience to the teachers in this study is
indicated by the numerous times and the various ways in
which they referred to how it has influenced what they do
in their classrooms.

There seems to be no question that

these six teachers have continued to learn from teaching
as they have gone through the first and second years of
their professional careers. This finding illustrates
Elbaz'

(1981)

theory that teachers meld their formal

teacher education with experience to formulate their
practical knowledge.
Conclusion
This chapter has presented the six teachers'
perceptions of their sources of teaching knowledge. As the
literature on teacher socialization suggests,

learning to

teach begins in early childhood and continues throughout
the life-span.

In the early years,

these teachers'

dispositions for teaching were influenced by experiences
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and relationships with significant adults in their
families and at school.

These dispositions were brought to

their teacher education programs and influenced what they
learned there.
As asserted by the proponents of the pedagogical
content

model,

formal teacher preparation programs are

the major source for learning about curricular knowledge
including materials and resources needed to teach,
instructional strategies,
(Grossman,

1990).

and understanding of children

The six teachers in this study found

that their formal teacher education programs contributed
significantly to their learning of what and how to teach.
For these beginning teachers,

learning on the job,

the third phase of the learning to teach continuum, was
significant.

Their "practical knowledge" was enhanced as

they blended experience with their learnings from their
formal teacher education programs

(Elbaz,

1981).

Their

contention that they "learn something new every day"
indicates learning to be a teacher does not end with a
degree but is ongoing and developmental.
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CHAPTER

VI

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Introduction
The study reported in this dissertation has examined
the content of six preschool teachers' knowledge of
teaching young children and their perceptions of the
origins of this knowledge. The literature on teacher
socialization suggests the development of teachers begins
with early personal experiences,
teacher preparation,
career.

continues through formal

and is ongoing throughout a teacher's

The results of this study support the notion that

learning to teach is a life-long process.
The first section of this chapter presents a summary
of the major findings of the study,
teachers'

that is, preschool

conceptions of teaching and the sources they

perceive as having contributed to these ideas. An adapted
model of pedagogical content knowledge
Grossman,
knowledge,
children,

1990),

(Shulman,

1986;

the components of which are curricular

instructional strategies,

and understanding

is utilized to organize the data.

The findings

are structured around the first three phases of the
learning-to-teach continuum as described by Feiman-Nemser
(1983) .
The second section of the chapter is a presentation
of the six teachers' developmental levels according to
Berliner's

(1987)

theory of teacher development. The

concluding section presents the implications of the

findings based on the connections that can be made between
the observed quality of graduates'
children,

own programs for young

as measured by the NAEYC accreditation criteria

guidelines for developmental appropriateness

(1987),

and

their perceptions of what they learned in their
preparation programs as suggested by the reported data.
Learning to Teach
The learning-to-teach continuum,
literature on teacher socialization
Zeichner & Gore,

1990),

as described in the

(Feiman-Nemser,

1983;

begins with early experiences,

progresses through formal teacher education,

and continues

throughout a teacher's career. The data collected from the
teachers in this study supports the concept of learning to
teach as an on-going developmental process.
Learning From Early Personal Experiences
The teachers in this study made direct connections
between early experiences and their current teaching
practices.

Curricular knowledge and interactional

strategies were the two components of pedagogical content
knowledge that they perceived as being the most influenced
by these pre-training experiences.
Certain dispositions toward curricular knowledge were
gained in the teachers'
their parents.

earlier years,

For example,

especially from

teachers who were currently

making books and music important parts of their daily
curriculum talked about parents who read and sang to and
with them when they were children.
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For the only teacher

who was a parent,

that role directly influenced her

curricular knowledge. Her reactions to certain activities
her child did while in child care have strongly influenced
the activities she currently provides for her own day care
group.
The memories the teachers articulated about their
family experiences were positive as opposed to the
negative ones they so vividly remembered of their own
schooling experiences. While parents provided these
teachers with positive interactional models and made them
feel special as children, many of their former teachers
were remembered as unkind and served as negative role
models. When the teachers in the study referred to these
former teachers they often exclaimed that they would never
do to their children what was done to them.
The teachers'

interactions with children reflected

the positive memories they had of the way they were
parented,

not how they reported being treated during their

own schooling experiences.

This finding suggests the

teachers in this study were disposed to draw on parenting
skills learned from the way they were parented rather than
on teaching skills they attributed to adults they knew in
the teacher role.

It appears they did not internalize and

replicate behaviors they had seen in their earlier
teachers in contrast to the theory of the "apprenticeship
of observation"

(Lortie,

1975).

Perhaps their behavior

reflects early relationships with adults in their families
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because they are teaching young children.

Or did they

choose to work with young children because this was their
preferred interactional style?
Threads of Learning
Although the teachers did not always consciously and
systematically make the connections,

the development of

certain patterns of curricular knowledge could be traced
throughout the entire learning-to-teach continuum.
Dispositions toward certain curricular content began early
in these teachers'

lives and were strengthened and

developed with education and experience.

For example, when

Valerie talked about her childhood she remembered the
positive experiences she had being read to by her mother.
Later when talking about her formal teacher education
program she repeatedly referred to a children's literature
course she had taken and how valuable it had been in her
current teaching,
presentation,

i.e.,

the choice of books,

their place in the curriculum.

current practice,

their
In her

books are central to her curriculum and

she highly values them. Her collection serves as a
resource to all the other teachers in her center,

and she

spoke of the pleasures she derives from sharing her
enthusiasm for books with a colleague.
This same kind of "thread” of curricular knowledge
could be identified throughout Ruth's development as a
teacher. Ruth, who used books extensively in her
curriculum,

noted her mother's acquisition of books for
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her during childhood.

Then,

although she had not yet taken

a course in children's literature, her love of books had
been further nurtured in her teacher education program,
shown by the following incident.

as

During our final

interview we met in the office of a professor she greatly
admires.

In this office were three bookcases full of

children's books that had all been carefully arranged and
categorized. Ruth had helped organize them.
make the direct connection herself,
(and possible identification with)

She did not

but her admiration for
this teacher were a

further source of knowledge about books for children.
Threads of instructional strategies were not as
obvious as those of curricular knowledge for these
teachers. Although direct connections were made by four of
the six teachers between parental or early schooling
influences and their present practices,

the intermediate

influence of formal teacher education experiences was not
always articulated.

For example, when Rosemary spoke of

modelling for children what she wants them to do,
learning that from her parents,

and

no mention was made of

this instructional strategy in our discussion about her
teacher education program.

For another teacher, Valerie,

a

thread could be identified in her ideas about discipline.
She spoke of never being punished as a child,

"I was never

sent to my room [or] put in a corner;” she remembered what
she learned about discipline in her teacher education
program,

"Don't do time-out...that's the one things I
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learned about discipline in college;" and she does not use
punishment or isolate children in her present work with
them.
One explanation for the obviously strong parental
influences on these teachers could be that they were so
strongly affected by their parents and former teachers as
role models that they took only what "felt right" from
their teacher education programs and rejected ideas and
practices which did not fit into their previously
developed teaching schema. This would support FeimanNemser and Buchmann's

(1989)

contention that what teachers

bring to their teacher education program affects what they
learn there. The nurturing skills derived vicariously from
the way they were parented served as a filter through
which subsequent learning of the technical teaching skills
during formal teacher preparation were viewed.
Although these teachers had completed their teacher
preparation programs and have had some on-the-job
experience,

dispositions acquired during their early

experiences lingered on
stimulated)

(and were in some cases

in their teacher education programs and still

influenced what they did in their own classrooms.

The

impact of these beginning teachers' personal histories
during the first phase of learning to teach is not to be
discounted by formal training programs,
the learning-to-teach continuum.
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the next phase of

Learning From Formal Teacher Education
Most formal teacher education programs are designed
as if they were teachers' primary source of pedagogical
content knowledge.

Coursework and practicum experiences in

their teacher preparation programs were the two major
learning-to-teach sources for the teachers in this study
and each contributed to different aspects of their
pedagogical content knowledge.
Coursework was considered to be the major source of
curricular knowledge for five of the six teachers.

Through

formal teacher education classes they learned how to
conceptualize knowledge in various curriculum areas so
they could teach it to children.
Grossman and Richert's

(1988)

This finding corroborates

findings in which they

reported the powerful effects of curriculum and methods
courses on teachers'

subject matter knowledge.

Included in

what these teachers learned about conceptualization of
preschool subject matter was the knowledge of the
resources and materials needed to teach.

The data suggest

that how to design theme-based curriculum and how to
construct their own teaching materials were two strong
themes in all six teachers'

coursework.

These two findings

are not described anywhere in the literature as direct
outcomes of formal early childhood teacher education
coursework.
Although practicum experiences were named as a
primary source of curricular knowledge for only one of the
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teachers,

all six perceived practica as being influential

in this area of pedagogical content knowledge to varying
degrees.

Through observations of cooperating teachers and

actually participating in curricular activities with the
children,

curricular knowledge was gained.

Practicum experiences were viewed as a major source
of

learning how to teach

six of the teachers

(instructional strategies)

in the study.

by all

Knowledge of the

everyday activities and routines of preschool was acquired
through their associations with their cooperating teachers
and direct work with children.
and Richert's

(1988)

This corroborates Grossman

finding that general pedagogical

knowledge such as classroom management is gained through
field work.
A combination of coursework and practica was a rich
source of

instructional strategies for these teachers.

The

effectiveness of close connections between on-campus
courses and off-campus experience in which college faculty
and cooperating teachers took active roles in helping
students process their experiences aided these teachers
avoiding the "two worlds pitfall"

(Feiman-Nemser &

Buchmann,

1983)

and "the teacher as technician"

(Goodman,

1984;

Zeichner,

1986b).

syndrome

For example,

opportunities to take curricular knowledge gained in
coursework into the field and use it directly with
children was identified as a major source of knowledge
about

learning how to teach.

Trying out activities they
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in

had designed in their courses provided them with immediate
feedback on their teaching effectiveness from children and
their cooperating teachers. A combination of coursework
and practica was also identified by these teachers as a
source of the instructional strategies of setting up the
physical environment,

supervising children's activities,

and guidance techniques.
Although the teachers did not make explicit
connections between their practica or their course work
and their understanding of children,

this area of their

teaching knowledge was apparent in their reflections on
all the practicum experiences they had had with various
age groups and in different settings. As the teachers in
the present study reflected back over all such
experiences,
children.

they reported an increased understanding of

For these teachers,

direct experience with

children was a more powerful source of their
understandings than theory learned in courses. This
supports Grossman and Richert's

(1988)

finding that

practica provide teachers with this component of
pedagogical content knowledge. The teachers in the present
study also acknowledged their continued on-the-job
learning about children.
The Hidden Curriculum
Hidden curriculum refers to certain unspecified
messages that are conveyed to students through the way
teacher education programs are set up and the pedagogical
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techniques and materials used to teach in them
Clift,

1990).

(Ginsburg &

The teachers did not make explicit

connections between how they were taught and how they
themselves teach. These similarities became apparent to
the researcher during data analysis.
experiences,

sharing ideas,

Learning by hands-on

and freedom to try things out

in their teacher education programs were all part of the
pedagogical techniques and materials aspect of preservice
teacher education for the teachers in this study.
Hands-on Learning. All of the teachers favored the
college courses where they learned experientially.
Actually making fingerpaint or designing a theme-based
unit were the preferred ways of learning curricular
knowledge in their teacher education programs. When
speaking about how children learn best,
to this "hands-on" approach.

they all referred

Observations of their work

with children confirmed this was their preferred way of
teaching.
Sharing Ideas.

In these same hands-on courses,

students often took responsibility for setting up
workshops for their fellow classmates as part of the
course requirements. When setting up these workshops which
often included doing project or materials presentations in
class,

the teachers were subconsciously learning the

unstated value of sharing curricular ideas with each
other.

The findings of this study indicate that sharing
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ideas was a major source of curricular knowledge for these
teachers during their early professional experiences.
Trying Things Out. Another implicit message in the
hands-on approach these teachers learned in their teacher
education programs was that experimentation with teaching
technigues and materials was viewed positively as a method
of gaining both curricular and instructional knowledge.

By

teacher education programs providing opportunities for
students to plan and implement their own workshops and to
bring what they had learned on-campus to their practica,
the message was conveyed that it is all right to try
things out.

This message combined with the lack of a

prescribed or set preschool curriculum was translated by
the six teachers into a feeling of freedom to experiment
on-the-job.
In contrast to many hidden curriculum messages which
are negative or contradictory to the explicit messages of
a teacher education program,

the implicit massages

conveyed to these teachers by their ECTE programs were
positive.

For example,

the last two of these messages,

sharing ideas and trying things out,

are relatively early

examples of the "norms of collegiality and
experimentation" which have been shown to be particular
hallmarks of teacher success in effective school settings
(Little,

1982; Levine,

1989).
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Missing Curriculum
While the content of what these teachers reported
learning in their teacher education programs was
impressive,

two areas which are relevant to early

childhood education appeared to be lacking:
work with parents,

and

(b)

(a)

how to

how to teach in culturally

diverse classrooms.
Working With Parents.

Parent involvement has always

been a distinguishing feature of early childhood
education.

Healthy parent-teacher relationships are vital

to children's successful adjustment to and development in
preschool

(Powell,

1992).

Given this fact,

it was

surprising that none of the teachers reported that their
coursework included information about how to work with
parents. With the exception of Lisa's specialized
opportunity to work in a parent-cooperative nursery school
one semester,

their practica also failed to provide them

with experience in working with parents. All six teachers
in this study expressed the importance of communicating
and working with parents and their initial discomfort in
this role.
Only Michelle articulated parent contacts as a
missing aspect of her preparation program.

She had

recently been to a seminar on parent communication
provided by her employer and felt there was a missing
piece in her college preparation program:

"It's such a

vital part of being a teacher and yet it was never
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discussed." Others reported how they learned to work with
parents on the job.

For example, Valerie said:

The first year I was petrified [of parents]. I
let the parents get away with everything. I was
totally intimidated by them. When the lead
teacher left in January and I took over I was a
little less [intimidated] by then. In a lot of
ways I feel very confident about parents now
that I've gotten to know them.
Since Amy opened her school every morning she came in
contact with the parents because she was the only teacher
there.

She,

too,

spoke of learning by experience:

I think the more that I got to know the parents,
it got easier 'cause I got to know them. Or [I
learned by] watching other teachers.
The teachers'

lack of preparation somewhat undermines

their role since parents could interpret this weakness as
a lack of competence.

It could also affect the quality of

the program for the children. The importance of having
competence in this area is supported by the NAEYC
accreditation criteria which include the following:
Parents have both the right and the
responsibility to share in decisions about their
children's care and program. Teachers are
responsible for establishing and maintaining
frequent contacts with families (Bredekamp,
1987, p.12).
While it is certainly possible to learn about working
with parents through direct experience as these teachers
did,

some attention during teacher preparation could have

alleviated much of the discomfort and uncertainty the
teachers felt when first dealing with parents.
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Teaching Toward Cultural Diversity.

Dealing with

diversity in children and addressing multiculturalism in
the curriculum and other learning experiences are
recognized as important issues in educational settings.

To

acknowledge and address multiculturalism in teacher
preparation programs is a recent phenomenon at the
elementary and secondary levels but according to the data
from this study,

early childhood teacher education

programs might be lagging behind a bit in this area.

It is

certainly recognized as an important aspect of early
childhood education as indicated in the NAEYC criteria for
accreditation guidelines:
Multicultural and nonsexist experiences,
materials, and eguipment should be provided for
children of all ages [as they] enhance each
child's self-concept and self-esteem [as well
as] enrich the lives of all the participants
with respectful acceptance and appreciation of
differences and similarities among them
(Bredekamp, 1987, p.8-9).
Given the diverse population of the geographical
areas in which this study was conducted and society's
emphasis on "inclusiveness," it was surprising that only
one of the teachers referred to learning to "celebrate
cultural diversity" in her teacher education program.
went on to say:
It's just the way I feel is that you can
celebrate different cultures and things but
basically we're all the same no matter who the
child is. I love all my children whether their
skin is black, white, beige; whether they speak
English, Spanish, Russian, Korean, I don't care.
I mean I just love the kids, so it really
doesn't matter to me.
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Ruth

She felt she was unbiased but it wasn't clear whether she
had been formally taught about how to deal with children's
questions and remarks about differences,

and how to

provide a multicultural curriculum.
All of the teachers spoke of a commitment to
individualization in their curriculum and their approach
to children.

Perhaps by teaching to appreciate and plan

for individual differences,

their preparation programs

attempted to address issues of multiculturalism;
nevertheless,

there appeared to be a gap in this aspect of

their preparation.
No teacher preparation program can prepare teachers
for all aspects of their job.
this,

Time does not allow for

especially in two year programs.

Therefore,

teacher

educators must make deliberate decisions about what to
include in their programs and take the responsibility for
constantly reevaluating and restructuring what goes on in
these programs to make them relevant to current trends.
Early Professional Experiences
Although the teachers came from their formal teacher
education programs to their present classrooms with a
strong foundation of curricular knowledge and a welldeveloped sense of instructional strategies,

as they

talked about their work it became apparent their on-thejob experiences were also a rich source of teaching
knowledge.

The structure of preschool programs virtually

eliminates the phenomenon of isolation so often described
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in the literature about elementary and secondary school
teachers

(Lortie,

1975; Bullough,

1990).

The teachers in the current study attributed much of
their learning about teaching to teachers with whom them
worked.

Sharing ideas,

solving problems with colleagues,

and watching each other were daily and natural occurrences
during which both curricular knowledge and instructional
strategies were exchanged.

The openness of all six

teachers to both giving and receiving information and
support was striking.

This source of teaching knowledge is

not reported in the literature perhaps because this
opportunity to be physically present with other teachers
on a daily basis is unique to preschools.
A second source of curricular knowledge and
instructional strategies for these teachers was "trialand-error." The teachers spoke of experimenting with
materials and activities to see how children would
respond.

They often spoke of some of the things they did

as being their "own idea." Their freedom and willingness
to experiment while on the job was another unique aspect
of their learning to teach that is not described in the
literature.

This could be a direct result of the "hidden

curriculum" of their teacher education programs as well as
the absence of a prescribed curriculum in preschools.
An understanding of children apparently reached a new
level of maturity for these teachers during their early
years of experience.

Comparing age groups and "just being
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around children and watching what they do" were the major
ways they learned about children on the job.

These

experiences were the culmination of learning about theory
combined with much previous contact with young children.
Varied experiences with children throughout their
preparation programs and in their current jobs seemed to
help them formulate and solidify their beliefs about
children and teaching them.
Berliner's

(1988)

This finding corroborates

contention that beginning teachers learn

more through the accumulation of experience than from
reading and lectures about theory.
Teachers' Developmental Stages
The first three stages of teacher development
according to Berliner
beginning teachers.

(1988)

are relevant to this study of

"Novices” are characterized as

teachers who follow the prescribed,

context-free rules

they have been taught without having the ability to
evaluate them due to lack of experience. Although none of
the teachers in this study was beyond their second year on
the job they had all had at least one full semester of
student teaching in a preschool where,
data in Chapters IV and V,
learn the rituals,

they had had opportunities to

routines,

children by observing,

as indicated by the

and rules of teaching young

experiencing,

and being taught.

During these practica they had many opportunities to take
an active part in the planning and execution of the
program activities. As indicated in Chapter V,
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these

experiences expanded their curricular knowledge and
instructional strategies.
Four of the teachers had more than one semester of
student teaching. Amy and Rosemary had only one semester
but during that time Amy had also been working as an aide
at her present school; therefore she was doing "double
work." Rosemary, who was in her first year of teaching
during this study,

had done her one semester of student

teaching with an older age group,

thus making her the

teacher with the least amount of actual teaching
experience of the six in the study.
all the others,

She,

in contrast with

had parenting and grandparenting

experiences which were related to her teaching.
All the teachers in this study were in positions to
make decisions about the schedule,
environment,

the curriculum,

were going to be treated.

the physical

and how individual children

Some were in charge of other

teachers; two had student teachers. They were all directly
responsible for how their classrooms were run and what
went on in them.
Although none of the six teachers was in more than
their second year of teaching,
Berliner's "competent" stage

all but one were well into

(three). The difference

between "competent" teachers and "advanced beginners"
(stage two)

is that the latter,

although they know the

rules and are familiar with what goes on in the classroom,
are not able to make personal decisions to affect what is
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happening.

They are not yet ready to take the

responsibility for making changes that comes with
competency.
Rosemary was at the advanced beginner stage.
example,

For

she knew the "rules" that children learn concepts

by playing games and that teachers should teach children
"their colors."

So,

during circle time.

she played a

"color game" with them

She wanted the children to learn to

identify colors and was aware they were not ready to learn
this yet,

nevertheless she continued to try to teach them

the colors.

The children were restless and obviously

guessing during the game.
Rosemary was aware the children were guessing but did
not take the opportunity to either stop what she was doing
or try something else.

When she reaches the next stage,

she will be able to see when activities are not working
(i.e.,

not helping her reach her goals)

and will take

responsibility for what is happening and be able to make
changes.
According to Berliner

(1988),

competent teachers take

responsibility for what goes on in their classrooms.

They

set goals and make conscious decisions about what will
help them to reach these goals.
choose what to "tune into"

They are also able to

and what to ignore.

To

illustrate this characteristic of the next stage,
competent teacher,
one observation.

Lisa,

a

was reading a story to her group during

Two of the children started to wrestle
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and were not paying attention so she said,
more piece of the story,
the rest after lunch."

"Let's read one

then we'll go outside,

and read

She decided not to push her agenda

and took her cues from the children.
Michelle,

who is also at the competent stage,

cut one

circle time short because the children were restless.
About this she said:
I probably could have done a little bit more of
gross-motor activity before trying to get them
to sit for that [circle]. That comes from
experience seeing that I probably could have
alleviated quite a bit of the sitting and the
jumping up and down and that kind of thing if I
had given them more of an opportunity to get
their gross motor in beforehand.
She was able to reflect on what had happened,
responsibility for her actions,

take

and plan some changes to

make it more successful the next time.
Competent teachers,

because of this tendency to

consciously take responsibility for what happens,

also

feel more responsible for their failures and successes
than advanced beginners.
teacher,

For example,

Ruth,

a competent

spoke with great pride of her children's growth

toward becoming more socialized and her role in their
progress:
It was very frustrating for me the first couple
of months but everything that I've taught them
has [worked]. They've come a really long way;
they clean up after themselves more now, they're
more a part of a group, whereas in the beginning
they were much more a group of individuals.
Ruth was also capable of setting realistic curricular
goals for her children.

One major teaching goal Ruth had
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was to help children learn about the written word. As
illustrated in Chapters IV and V,

the materials and

activities she presented were clearly carefully planned
and orchestrated to reach her goal.
Competent teachers are not detached.
successful.

They want to be

Lisa's comment about feeling the success or

failure of her program indicates her sense of
responsibility for her work:
I think it's nice I have my own room so I try to
do different things all the time just because I
want the room to go smoothly and all that. I
think it's myself pushing to just do different
things [that have caused me to change].
The remaining two competent teachers, Valerie and
Amy,

showed similar signs of being capable of making

responsible decisions and maintaining high involvement in
the planning and implementation of all aspects of their
programs.
Implications for Teacher Education
Lessons can be drawn from the data which have
implications for teacher education programs.

On closer

examination of the guidelines for developmentally
appropriate practices and the influential experiences the
six teachers reported in their formal preparation
programs,

parallels can be drawn between what is viewed as

quality in early childhood programs and what was described
as quality in ECTE programs. Hands-on experiences,
involvement in learning,

active

and opportunities for exploration
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and experimentation under the guidance of helpful and
supportive adults are benchmarks of sound early childhood
education.

The teachers referred to these same components

as positive influences in their teacher education
programs.
It is generally believed the teacher has the greatest
impact on quality of all the components in preschool
programs

(Whitebook et al.,

1989; Bredekamp,

1987).

The

NAEYC guidelines established to determine the
"developmental appropriateness" of early childhood
programs describe certain adult-child interactions and
curricular decisions

(i.e., what is presented and how)

which indicate quality in a preschool program (Bredekamp,
1987) .

The teachers in this study,

for the most part, were

engaging in developmentally appropriate practice according
to these guidelines. A sampling of the guidelines is
presented below to illustrate how they can inform about
quality.
In the area of curricular knowledge one guideline
states:
Developmentally appropriate curriculum provides
for all areas of a child's development. . .
through an integrated approach. (Bredekamp,
1987, p.3).
The teachers provided activities to enhance children's
social,

emotional,

cognitive,

and physical growth. Their

theme-based curricula and their interactions with children
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while they were learning combined content and process into
an integrated whole.
Another curricular guideline states:
Adults provide opportunities for children to
choose from among a variety of activities,
materials, and equipment; and time to explore
through active involvement. (Bredekamp, 1987,
P-3).
The teachers provided many activities and encouraged
children to make choices from them.

Children were given

opportunities to engage in self-initiated,
teacher-supported play,

child-directed,

and active hands-on exploration.

Teacher-child interactions are a major indicator of
quality in preschools

(Bredekamp,

1987; McLanahan,

1989).

Some examples of the guidelines related to adult-child
interactions are:
Adults respond quickly and directly to
children's needs, desires, messages and adapt
their responses to the children's differing
styles (Bredekamp, 1987, p.9).
All of the teachers were aware of their children's needs
and responsive to each individual child. They communicated
with their children in a casual yet respectful manner and
the teachers were accessible and involved as they
circulated among the children as they played.
Another interactions guideline the teachers followed
was:
Adults facilitate the development of self-esteem
by expressing respect, acceptance, and comfort
for children regardless of the child's behavior
[and]. Adults facilitate the development of
self-control in children (p.ll).
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The importance of having children feel good about
themselves was a primary goal for all of the teachers.
They showed acceptance and approval of all the children.
At no time were any of the teachers observed yelling at
children,

humiliating,

or teasing them.

Five of the six

teachers were observed consistently using positive
guidance techniques such as setting clear limits,
redirecting,

and helping children to resolve their own

conflicts.
The teachers were central to all that transpired in
their classrooms and,

judging from their perceptions of

the events and experiences which have contributed to their
teaching knowledge,

their formal teacher education

programs were instrumental in the development of their
ability to plan and provide developmentally appropriate
experiences.

Their preparation programs were a rich source

of pedagogical content knowledge and experience blended
with this knowledge from their formal training has
contributed and continues to contribute to their practical
knowledge as their development as teachers unfolds.
Assuming their teacher education programs are at
least partially responsible for how the teachers in the
study became what they are,

and considering the

connections these teachers made between what they do in
their own preschool classrooms and what they learned in
their teacher education programs,

237

teacher educators should

review their own preparation practices in light of the
reported data.
1.

Based on the teachers'

sound grasp of curricular

knowledge including the resources and materials needed to
teach young children,

ETCE programs should offer

coursework which provides many hands-on learning
opportunities for teachers in all areas of the curriculum.
The curriculum courses should stress theme-based
curriculum,

encourage students to construct their own

learning materials,

and provide opportunities to share

ideas.
2.

Based on the apparent missing aspects of the ECTE

curriculum, working with parents and teaching to
diversity,

preparation programs should keep abreast of the

current trends in early childhood education and review and
update their curricula regularly to respond to these
trends.
3.

Based on the teachers' reports of their ever increasing

understanding of children,

ECTE programs should offer many

opportunities for students to have direct experiences with
children of varying ages.

Coursework in child development

should include opportunities for guided observations and
ECTE faculty should actively and consciously help students
make connections between child development theory and
their real-life experiences with children throughout their
preparation programs.
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4.

Based on the teachers' testimony that their practicum

experiences were an influential component of their teacher
education programs and the specific connections made
between what they learned there and what they currently
do,

practicum experiences should be plentiful but

carefully designed to encourage students'

active

involvement in all aspects of early childhood classrooms
especially planning and providing curriculum for
preschoolers.

Teacher-developed materials from coursework

should be tried-out on children for feedback from them and
professionals.

There should be close connections between

on- and off-campus experiences to provide opportunities
for reflection and guidance to avoid the "teacher as
technician" syndrome and the "two worlds pitfall."
5.

Based on the teachers' reports of important learnings

gained from opportunities to try things out both in their
ECTE programs,

and later on the job,

early childhood

teacher educators should encourage creativity in students
and minimize risks for trying out new ideas.

Learning by

trial-and-error should be encouraged as it leads to
healthy on-the-job experimentation with significant
outcomes.
6.

Based on the teachers' positive views of the close

interpersonal relationships between professors and
students in their ECTE programs,

teacher educators should

be responsive and accessible to students,

treating them as

individuals and modelling appropriate interpersonal
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behaviors.

They should take their roles as mentors and

models seriously as students are strongly influenced by
teachers they admire.
Recommendations for Further Study
This study has provided some much needed information
about the what goes on inside two-year ECTE programs and
how preschool teachers use what they have learned about
teaching in their work with young children.

The data

collection period for each teacher took a relatively small
portion of time on the learning-to-teach continuum. A
follow-up study of the same teachers,
a later stage in their development,

or other teachers at

is needed to determine

if a reconfiguration of the perceived sources of teaching
knowledge emerges as teachers progress in their careers.
As preschool teachers get farther away from their
formalized ECTE programs, how does this time gap affect
how they view their college experiences? Does what they
learned in college take on more or less significance?
The teachers in this study indicated there are many
lessons to be learned from their first years on the job.
If experience takes on more significance as it increases,
in what ways can it be enhanced and supported to aid in
continuing teacher development and how can teacher
education programs prepare teachers to absorb lessons to
be learned from experience? Longitudinal studies of
preschool teachers are needed to identify the changing
patterns of development of their teaching knowledge.
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The methodology of the combined interviews and
observations,

although time-consuming,

has proven to be an

effective way of gathering data to study the contributions
of various life events and educational experiences to the
teaching knowledge of the participants in this study.
Comparative studies of two-and four-year teacher education
programs using similar methodologies are needed to
identify the similarities and differences of their
contributions to teachers' knowledge.

The content and

process of four-year programs need to be explored and
inquiry needs to be made into how these programs enhance
or contradict early life experience. Answers to questions
such as these about teacher education programs can best be
learned through the use of qualitative methods of
research.
Using similar methodology,

comparative studies of

teachers who have completed formal preparation programs
and teachers who have obtained their training outside of
such programs or teachers who have received no training at
all could be conducted to gain further insights into the
content and sources of their teaching knowledge.

Questions

about the contributions and effectiveness of alternative
sources of teaching knowledge could be explored.
Conclusion
Just as research on child care has gone through an
evolution,
course.

teacher education research must follow the same

The questions raised for child care should serve
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as guides for research on teacher education:

"Is education

and training good for teachers?" "What types of education
and training are supportive of teachers' development?"
and,

finally,

"What are the key indicators of quality in

teacher education programs and how can we make teacher
education better for our present and future teachers and,
ultimately better for our children?"
Research on the education of preschool teachers is a
new area of inquiry which this study has begun to explore.
Judging from its findings,

other similar studies promise

to offer much needed insights into the content and process
of teacher education preparation programs. Not until the
effective aspects of these programs are identified and
described can early childhood teacher educators move
forward. With our national concern for quality in early
childhood education must come a concomitant concern for
quality in the way we educate and train our teachers.
Conducting this study has been my personal response to
both of these concerns.
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APPENDIX A
CONSENT FORM
My name is Janet McLanahan and I am a graduate
student at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst
where I am working on my doctoral dissertation. My field
of interest is early childhood education and my study
focuses on preschool teachers who have recently graduated
with an A.S. degree from two-year early childhood
education programs and are presently working with young
children in classroom settings.
I am asking for your help as a participant in this
study which is primarily concerned with preschool
teachers' perceptions of past and present experiences that
they feel have influenced their development as teachers. I
want to find out from you what you think are the sources
of your teaching knowledge. I would like to do this by
interviewing you, and by observing and videotaping you
while you are teaching. As a participant in the study (you
will be one of 4-6) we will need to spend a total of 6-8
hours together over the next 1-2 months. Specifically your
commitment would involve the following:
1. A preliminary interview, approximately one hour
long, during which time you will be told all the details
of the planned study. I will also ask you to fill out a
participant information form and I would like to have you
show me your classroom space and tell me about your
program.
2. An observation that will be focused on your
interactions with children as you go about your usual
teaching activities. This will be followed by an informal
interview in which I'd like to talk with you about what I
observed, what it's like for you to be a teacher, and your
beliefs about children and teaching. This combined
observation/interview should take about two hours overall.
3. A second observation including a videotaped segment
of approximately one-half hour long with a follow-up
interview.
The main focus of this interview would on
your beliefs about teachers and teaching, and your
reflections on the events, experiences, and people that
influenced your decision to become a teacher. This
videotaped/interview session will be about two hours long.
4. The last observation will be primarily a videotaped
session (approximately one hour long overall) of you again
engaging in your usual teaching activities. This would be
followed by an informal interview session during which I
would like to ask you about the content and process of
your educational background and their relationship to your
present teaching practices.
5. A final interview (about two hours long) in which
the videotapes are viewed and we would continue to talk
about your teaching as it relates to past and present
influences.
1

Throughout the course of the study, I will share my
perceptions of what is happening to check with you for
their accuracy. This procedure assures me that I am not
misinterpreting what I am seeing and hearing and puts you
in a position of being an active participant in the
research effort. I am asking you to agree to take on this
role.
I will audiotape and later transcribe the interviews.
I will also make written field notes as I observe you. No
one else will see these notes and transcriptions.
In all written materials and oral presentations in
which I might use materials from the observations or the
interviews, I will not use your name or in any other way
identify you. Transcripts will be typed with pseudonyms
substituted for all names. Every effort will be made to
protect your anonymity as well as the children whom you
are teaching. All information will be kept confidential.
My goal is to analyze all these materials and use
them to develop an understanding of preschool teachers'
beliefs about children and teaching, and the descriptions
and linkages of the events, people, and experiences that
have contributed to their development as teachers. This
knowledge would be used in
a) my dissertation, b)journal
articles, c)presentations to professional groups, and d)
other purposes related to my work as a teacher educator.
Under no circumstances would I use the videotapes in any
of the above activities without getting additional consent
from you.
By signing this form you are agreeing to allow me to
use the materials as stated above. Also, by signing this
form you are consenting to be part of my study although
you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice.
I
___
, have read
the above statement and agree to participate in this study
under the conditions stated above.

Signature of participant

Date

Signature of researcher

Date

2

APPENDIX B
VIDEO PERMISSION FORM

Dear Parents,
My name is Janet McLanahan and I am a graduate
student at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst
where I am writing my doctoral dissertation. My interest
is in early childhood education and my study is focused on
preschool teachers. Jane Doe has agreed to be one of the
participants in my study. I will be visiting her to watch
her teach and to interview her. We will talk about what
it's like for her to be a teacher, her beliefs about
teaching young children, and both past and present
experiences that influence what she does in the classroom.
I am asking for your permission to videotape her at
school as she works with your children. My plan is to do
this on two separate days during various daily activities
such as free play, circle time, snack and/or lunch,
outdoor play, and a small group activity or two. The
videotaping will focus on her and segments will be used by
Jane and me as a tool for our last interview and by me for
later data analysis. I assure you that your child's need
for protection will be honored.
Thank you very much for considering my request.
By signing below, you are giving me permission to
videotape Jane as she teaches your children and to use the
tape only as stated above.
Sincerely,

Janet F.

Parent Signature
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McLanahan

APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW GUIDE
Interview #1:

Introductory Interview

Please describe your previous teaching experiences (ages
and backgrounds of children, type of setting, type of
program, your role there). How did you come to be teaching
here? Why is your space arranged the way it is? How did
you decide what to put into it? What ideas did you
contribute? Please describe your curriculum for me. Why
does it include the activities it does? How did you arrive
at this particular curriculum? Which parts are you the
most comfortable with? The least? As a teacher, what is a
really good day for you like? What happens in your
classroom? What are your goals for children? What would
you most like to have children get from you as their
teacher? What does "quality” mean to you in terms of
preschool programs?
Interview #2:

Participant as Teacher
Beliefs about Children

Describe yourself as a teacher to me. If the children
could describe you what would they say? The parents? The
other teachers? The director? What are your goals for
yourself as a teacher? What are you trying to do most of
all? What do you like most about teaching? Least? What do
you think teachers should teach young children? How do you
think they should teach it? How do you think children
learn best? What do you think preschool children need?
What are your view on disciplining young children?

Interview #3:

Beliefs about Teachers and
On Becoming One

What do you think a teacher needs to KNOW and BE ABLE TO
DO to do a good job of teaching young children? Please
describe a preschool teacher whom you admire? What is
she/he like? When did you decide to become a teacher? What
attracted you to preschool teaching? What people
influenced your decision to become a teacher (family,
teachers, other)? What early experiences can you recall
that influenced why and how you teach now? What are the
main ideas that guide what and how you teach young
children? Where did these ideas come from? Please tell me
some memories you have of your childhood.
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Interview Guide
Interview #4:

Educational Background:
Content and Influence

What was the early childhood program like at your college?
How did you feel about being in it? How did the college
view it? The community? What educational experiences
(courses, student teaching, other) did you have that
prepared you to teach. Please describe the amount,
content, and process of each one.) Do you think your
formal teacher education program (the early childhood
education program at your college) prepared you for the
realities of teaching? If so, in what ways? If you could,
what would you change about your teacher education program
at your college? What other life experiences do you think
have been most influential in your learning how to be a
teacher? In what ways have you grown and changed since you
became a teacher? What influences have caused this growth
and change? If someone from the ECE program at your
college were to observe you teaching today, what would
they see you doing that they would approve of? Would they
see anything that they would disapprove of? Please bring
any materials, texts, projects, etc. you have saved from
your teacher education program to our last interview (or
talk about them today).
Interview #5:

Stimulated Recall Interview:

Connections

I'd like you to stop the videotape each time you see
something you're doing that you can link with what you
learned and tell me about the connection.
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APPENDIX D
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FORM

Name___ Date
Name of Preschool_
Preschool Address

Name of Director_
Telephone_
Present position_
How long have you been in this position? _
College attended _
Degree earned_ Dates attended
In college now?

Y

N

If yes, describe _

Previous work experience with children (please describe):

Have you ever been videotaped?
If yes,

Y

N

in what context_

Home address

Home Telephone_ Birth date
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